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Abstract 
Mexican American First-Generation/Low-Income Students: A Rural Community 
College, TRiO Student Support Services Experience 
 
Daniel J. O’Meara, Ed.D. 
Drexel University, May 2012 
Chairperson: José L. Chávez 
This study is an ethnographic inquiry into the beliefs and perceptions of first-
generation/low-income Mexican American students in a rural community college located 
near the U.S. – Mexico border.  It explored their experiences as TRiO Student Support 
Services participants.  TRiO Student Support Services plays an increasingly vital role 
helping first-generation/low-income students successfully complete their college 
educations.  Because of the increasing number of Hispanic students seeking post-
secondary educational opportunities, specifically at the community college level, this 
study examined the attitudes those students have in terms of their experiences within a 
community college setting in rural southeastern Arizona.  As the number of first-
generation/low-income Hispanic students enrolled in college and taking advantage of 
TRiO Student Support Services rises, so does the need to gain a deeper understanding of 
the beliefs and perceptions of this changing demographic. 
 
Keywords: Ethnography, Qualitative, TRiO Student Support Services, Hispanic, 
Mexican American, Thoughts, Beliefs, Perceptions, Rural Community College, Success, 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction to the Problem and Its Context 
The research in this qualitative study focuses on the need to gain a deeper 
ethnographic understanding of the beliefs and perceptions of first-generation/low-income 
Mexican American students attending a rural community college on the U.S.-Mexico 
border in terms of their participation in a federally funded TRiO Student Support 
Services (SSS) program.  The study refers to the student participants as Mexican 
Americans, as this is the way they themselves have described their heritage and culture, 
thus allowing for more apt localization of this culture-sharing group.  It should be noted 
the term Hispanic is used throughout the study, as much of the literature and research on 
this population, through convention, employs the term as the preferred nomenclature for 
people who are of Hispanic, Latino, or Latin American descent.  
Thayer (2000) asserted low-income college students who are the first in their 
families to attend college (the generally accepted definition of first-generation student) 
“are among the least likely to be retained through degree completion” (p. 3).  TRiO 
Student Support Services (SSS) plays an increasingly vital role in helping disadvantaged 
and underrepresented college students, many of whom are first-generation/low-income, 
to successfully complete their college education.  The objective of the federally funded 
TRiO SSS program as stated on the U.S. Department of Education (DOE; 2012) webpage 
is to “assist students with basic college requirements, and to motivate students toward the 
successful completion of their postsecondary education” (para. 1).  
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Through a realist ethnographic study built on interviews, direct observation, and 
participant observation, this qualitative research explored how a selected group of first-
generation/low-income, Mexican American students (referred to as “student participants” 
throughout the study) at the research site viewed their college experiences in terms of 
their TRiO SSS involvement.  The research intended to create a rich description of how 
the student participants make sense of their world.  
The data, as revealed in the beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of the student 
participants, present an account of how this culture-sharing group makes sense of the 
world around them.  As ethnographic studies reveal a cultural portrait of the group being 
observed, the end result of this study, once the data were collected, transcribed, reviewed, 
and coded for themes, raises the question of how community colleges should consider the 
findings in terms of their strategic and operational priorities when addressing the complex 
world of these students (Creswell, 2007).  
Problem Statement 
Although much has been studied on how underrepresented and disadvantaged 
students in general contend with college success to include retention and completion, we 
do not know what is understood specifically about the beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes 
of first-generation/low-income Mexican American students toward these matters.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to acquire a greater understanding of the 
thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes of first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American TRiO Student Support Services (SSS) participants in a rural community 
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college located on the U.S.-Mexico border.  The theories driving the research questions 
and conceptual framework of this study are, in several cases, decades old.  Thus, through 
further investigation of this culture-sharing group who are academically disadvantaged 
due to socio-economic, cultural, and academic reasons and are more likely to contend 
with special conditions that may preclude them from taking full advantage of a complete 
college experience, current perspectives of their experiences were explored.  
According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Beginning Postsecondary Study (2000), 75% of low-income, first-generation students 
started at public community colleges but never completed a baccalaureate degree.  
Walker and Shultz (2001) wrote that Hispanics in particular “represent one of the most 
educationally disadvantaged groups in the United States” (p. 21), with an estimated 80% 
college non-completion rate.  According to Yaedjian, Toes, and Navarro (as cited in Fry, 
2005), Hispanic students are less likely to attend and complete college compared to their 
White counterparts.  In conjunction with greater numbers, TRiO SSS is serving students 
who must function in a more complex, fractious, and technologically demanding world, 
reshaping what it means to be a “nontraditional student.”  
The culture-sharing population of the research site is composed predominantly of 
low-income and first-generation students.  The per capita income of the college’s service 
area of Douglas, Arizona is $15,988 as compared to the state per capita income at 
$24,587 (U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 2007).  With 8.1% of the adult 
population in the city of Douglas, Arizona possessing a Bachelor’s degree, the college’s 
service area is one of the most educationally and economically deprived regions in the 
nation (U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 2007).  The significance of these 
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figures lies in the fact that a large percentage of the college’s student population is 
socially under prepared for the rigors of college level work.  Low-income and first-
generation Hispanic students have historically been underserved due to language and 
social economic issues, which, according to studies and research, are directly related to 
their academic and cultural problems (Barbatis, 2010; Crisp & Nora, 2010; Goldrick-Rab 
& Pfeffer, 2009; O’Connor, Hammack, & Scott, 2010).  
Many first-generation/low-income Hispanic students attending community 
colleges begin their college experience by taking remedial/developmental courses.  
Romano (2011), in an essay reviewing how selected economists considered community 
colleges, found that “around one half of the students who enroll at the community college 
take at least one remedial course” (p. 79).  For example, in California, 49% of all entering 
students were placed in remedial coursework (Academic Senate for California 
Community Colleges, 2000).  While Cohen and Brawer (2003) report that in 1998, on a 
nationwide basis, The Center for the Study of Community Colleges (CSCC) found 29% 
of scheduled English classes and 32% of math classes were designated as developmental 
classes.  In terms of the research site, over 90% of students who enrolled placed into 
remedial/developmental courses as ascertained by their ACCUPLACER scores (Cochise 
College Office of Institutional Research, 2009).  Insofar as TRiO SSS is concerned, 
demographic and academic data has been compiled through the research site TRiO SSS 
database.  In a three-year span, the program served 513 first-generation/low-income and 
disabled students.  Of these students, close to 90% was Hispanic.  They are under 
prepared or totally unprepared for the rigors of college level coursework, and many take 
up to two years in remedial courses before attempting college level classes.  Schneiders, 
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in a 2010 study on remedial college courses, asked, “why are graduation rates for 
minority and low-income students and for those who enter community college 
considerably lower than those entering four-year colleges” (p. 2)?  In addition to 
spending time in remedial/developmental classes, many of these same students do not 
engage in co-curricular activities that would create deeper academic, social, and cultural 
ties to the institution than they already have.  
Significance 
There is a need to conduct an ethnographic study of how these underrepresented 
students contend with such a diverse variety of factors that may limit their academic 
success.  Examining the beliefs and perceptions Mexican American students have about 
TRiO SSS will enable TRiO SSS practitioners to meet the expectations and needs of this 
growing and underserved population and will permit the program to better accommodate 
these disparate demands on student time and attention.  This study proposed to seek an 
understanding of student attitudes toward their experiences as TRiO SSS participants and 
how their culture may possibly play a role in their beliefs and perceptions as college 
students.  An ethnographic study of this population was conducted via interviews and 
direct and participant observation.  It is anticipated the data can and will be used for 
further programmatic evaluation to include how and why the participants perceive and 
believe what they do in light of their experiences in the program. 
An analysis of the student participants’ thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and 
attitudes is an important study in that a picture of how this culture-sharing group 
considers their experience as TRiO SSS participants can lead to community colleges re-
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evaluating their strategical and operational priorities in matters such as retention and 
completion rates of this under-represented and underserved population.  
Research Questions 
This qualitative study addressed the following questions in order to investigate a 
little understood dimension of first-generation/low-income Mexican American college 
students.  The study aimed to research and obtain a better understanding of the culture-
sharing group’s beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes as they navigated through their college 
experience.  
1. What challenges do TRiO Student Support Services students at a rural community 
college face? 
2. What are the beliefs and perceptions of first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American college students in terms of their experiences as TRiO SSS 
participants?   
3. What are the effects of TRiO SSS participation, if any, on this select group of 
students?  
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher's Stance 
This study used a qualitative research design in the form of an ethnographic study.  
Merriam (2009) wrote, “The factor that unites all forms of ethnography is its focus on 
human society and culture” (p. 27).  In exploring how those in a particular culture-sharing 
group develop their beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions over time, qualitative research 
allows the possibility for the researcher to live in and among the community being 
observed.  As the ethnographic researcher had a personal interest in the contexts and 
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settings in which the participants address their thoughts and perceptions, this type of 
study is conducive to the notion of direct observation as being instrumental in recording 
how the group addressed existing knowledge and emerging knowledge through time.  
A rapport with the participants had been established through previous contacts, 
such as advising and instruction, so an understanding of the student participants’ unique 
sets of circumstances was already available to the researcher.  As such, engaging the 
student participants on their own turf was not an obstacle.  In recounting the student 
participants’ stories, the researcher maintained an ongoing and dynamic perspective.  The 
qualitative design process Maxwell (2005) described as ongoing “does not begin from a 
predetermined starting point or proceed through a fixed set of steps, but involves 
interconnection and interaction among the different design components” (p. 3).  
It would be appropriate to emphasize what Clifford and Marcus (as cited in 
Creswell, 2007) laid the claim to: “Qualitative writing has been shaped by a need for 
researchers to be self-disclosing about their role in the writing, the impact of it on 
participants, and how information conveyed is read by audiences” (p. 178). The students’ 
stories were shaped through the notion of contextualization through time. 
Conceptual Framework of the Three Research Streams 
1. Gaining insight into a TRiO SSS students’ college experience.  Much has been 
researched on a quantitative basis regarding these students.  There is a lack of 
qualitative research that delves into the understanding on how these students give 
meaning to their college experience. 
2. What are the characteristics of the SSS student population?  Thayer (2000) wrote, 
“Because students from first-generation and low-income backgrounds are among 
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the least likely to be retained through degree completion” (p. 3), many TRiO SSS 
students coming from this underrepresented and underserved background are at 
risk of not succeeding in college. 
3. The Impact of TRiO SSS on The Beliefs, Perceptions, and Attitudes of First-
generation/low-income Mexican American Students. The data allowed for the 
possibility of viewing support services through student participants’ experiential 
and cultural lens.  The responses of the culture-sharing group allowed for themes 
to emerge that gave rise to the interpretations based on the researcher’s 
understanding of the students’ beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes.  
Stream 1: Gaining insight into a TRiO SSS students’ college experience.  I 
asked myself a question when I started this journey: “How can I best respond to changes 
in the culture of the target population?”  I asked this due to the fact that these students 
were experiencing the effects of the economic downturn that began in 2008 by turning to 
college as a means of finding a job.  Marquez and Romo (2008) wrote that on the U.S.-
Mexican border, traditional life is eroding.  The authors’ claim that “the concept of 
family has changed over time” (p. 3), creating a social and cultural shift affecting the 
target population by forcing these students to adopt survival strategies outside of the 
normal; for example, going to “el colegio” (a slang word derived from the word college), 
as financial aid is readily available to this low-income population.  So rather than seeking 
financial support from family who may no longer have the ability to support the student, 
students are turning to financial aid as a means of obtaining some for of financial 
resources.   
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What these students say and do in terms of their cultural experience may lead to a 
better understanding of their beliefs and perceptions regarding their educational 
experiences. 
Stream 2: What are the characteristics of the TRiO SSS student population? 
The characteristics of the target population include being the first in their family to attend 
college, being considered low-income per government guidelines, being Mexican 
American, and living in a border community. 
Peter Barbatis (2010) quoted the recognized author Vincent Tinto (1998) as 
saying students who do not possess “certain pre college characteristics such as middle to 
high socioeconomic status, positive secondary school achievement, and strong family 
support” (p. 17) were less likely to persist and graduate than their peers who benefited 
from those aforementioned conditions.  These conditions are characteristic of the SSS 
population in general.  
The National Study of Student Support Services (SSS) noted that in comparison 
with the national averages for college freshmen, SSS participants tended to be older, to be 
members of a minority group, to have had lower prior academic achievement, and to have 
dependent children.  Minority SSS participants composed 54% of the SSS student 
population, whereas minority populations represented only 25% of the total 
undergraduate population.  Data in the report assert that among 18- to 24-year-olds, 44% 
of Hispanic undergraduates attend a two-year college and that for those 25 and older, the 
rate is 55% (The National Study of Student Support Services). 
Stream 3: What impact does participating in an SSS program have on the 
participants?  Manski and Wise (1983) asserted, “students are usually said to make three 
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college decisions: whether to go, where to attend, and whether to finish a degree” (p. 31).  
Disadvantaged students, those traditionally attending a community college and 
participating in a TRiO SSS program, tend to fare better than their non-TRiO 
participating peers.  By this, it is meant the assumption will be that a disadvantaged 
student (defined as one who has limited family support and high financial need) will 
benefit from the services TRiO SSS programs have to offer to include completion of a 
baccalaureate degree.  
The research was aimed at investigating an inquiry about the beliefs, perceptions, 
and attitudes of Mexican American first-generation/low-income students who participate 
in a TRiO Student Support Services program while attending a rural community college 
in southeastern Arizona.  The research was driven by the conceptual framework of an 
ethnographic study incorporating common elements of ethnographic research to include 
interviews, fieldwork, reporting, and seeking insight into the participants’ perceptions 
and beliefs through direct observation.  The research inquired about the possibility of 
answering anthropological questions as they related to the ways the participants viewed 
their college experiences as TRiO SSS participants.  The link between their perceptions 
and beliefs and the impact their participation in TRiO SSS had on them as college 
students was central to the research.  
Several recognized theorists have created a body of research and literature 
pertaining to college success in terms of retention, attrition, and integration.  Tinto’s 
(1998) theories of social integration as integral to student persistence in college as well as 
Astin’s (1984) and Braxton’s (2004) theories of social interaction are the substance of 
many learned research papers on the issue of college success.  More current definitions of 
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college student success, as defined by such authors as Jones-White, Radcliffe, Huesman, 
and Kellogg (2010), add to the literature in terms of student success and persistence 
through the use of multinomial regression techniques.  However, what appears to be 
missing from this extensive body of knowledge are ethnographic studies related to under-
represented, disadvantaged college students’ beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes regarding 
their college experiences, specifically those of first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American students.   
The complex forces compelling these students to attend college are tempered by 
social, economic, cultural, and other factors that have frequently been the subject of 
research and debate.  Yosso (2005) brings up the notion of deficit thinking as a “position 
that minority students and families are at fault for poor academic performance because 
(a) students enter school without the normative cultural knowledge and skills; and (b) 
parents neither value nor support their child’s education” (p.75).  As many of these 
students begin their careers in higher education with less than adequate academic 
preparation, as well as other social and cultural disadvantages, a project such as TRiO 
SSS can provide opportunities for this population to overcome these barriers.  A 
meaningful understanding of these students’ beliefs and perceptions would substantially 
add to the existing body of literature as it relates to success.  
Definition of Terms 
Co-curricular Activities  
Also known as extracurricular activities, co-curricular activities are nonacademic 
activities in which students participate, such as voluntary and non-paying social 
and academic functions.  
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Cultural/Social Integration  
A contested term difficult to measure yet often used in terms of the movement of 
minority groups and underprivileged sections of society into the mainstream of 
society 
Degree Completion  
When an award is conferred by a college, university, or other postsecondary 
education institution as official recognition for the successful completion of a 
program of studies. 
Dominant Culture  
Generally refers to the established language, religion, behavior, cultural, and 
sociopolitical norms within a culture.  The dominant culture achieves its 
dominance through its control and access to social institutions.  
Ethnography  
Ethnography as method seeks to answer central anthropological questions 
concerning the ways of life of living human beings.  Ethnographic questions 
generally concern the link between culture and behavior and/or how cultural 
processes develop over time.  Ethnographies typically extensively document the 
details of social life or cultural phenomena in a small number of cases. 
First-generation Student  
A student of which neither parent has obtained a baccalaureate degree 
Hispanic 
The term Hispanic tends to be used in the United States for people with origins in 
Spanish-speaking countries and may include international students from countries 
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in Central America, South America, Mexico, the Caribbean Islands, or Europe as 
well as students from the United States and Puerto Rico.  This term is often used 
interchangeably with the term Latino. 
Integration 
Integration refers to the extent to which the individual shares the normative 
attitudes and values of peers and faculty in the institution and abides by the formal 
and informal structural requirements for membership in that community. 
Latino  
The term Latino is often used interchangeably with the term Hispanic.  
Low-income  
An individual whose family’s taxable income for the preceding year did not 
exceed 150% of the poverty level amount 
Mexican American  
A compressed definition of the term “Hispanic” pertaining to students who are 
citizens or legal residents of the United States and are of Mexican birth or descent 
Non-Traditional Student  
In a 1996 study, the NCES included anyone who satisfies at least one of the 
following as a non-traditional student: Delays enrollment (does not enter 
postsecondary education in the same calendar year he or she finished high 
school); attends part-time for at least part of the academic year; works full-time 
(35 hours or more per week) while enrolled; is considered financially independent 
for purposes of determining eligibility for financial aid; has dependents other than 
a spouse (usually children, but sometimes others); is a single parent (either not 
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married or married but separated and has dependents); or does not have a high 
school diploma (completed high school with a GED or other high school 
completion certificate or did not finish high school). 
Persistence  
Student persistence is considered to be continuous enrollment within any 
institution. 
Qualitative Research  
A type of educational research in which the researcher relies on the views of the 
participants; asks broad, general questions; collects data consisting largely of 
words (or text) from participants; describes and analyzes these words for themes; 
and conducts the inquiry in a subjective, biased manner.  
Remedial/Developmental Coursework  
Courses not transferable and taught to remediate deficiencies in English, 
mathematics, and/or reading 
Retention  
The act of retaining. 
TRiO Student Support Services (SSS) 
The Federal TRIO Programs (TRIO) are Federal outreach and student services 
programs designed to identify and provide services for individuals from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  TRIO includes eight programs targeted to serve and 
assist low-income individuals, first-generation college students and individuals 
with disabilities to progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to 
post baccalaureate programs. 
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Under-represented Student  
These demographics include, but are not limited to, African American, 
Hispanic/Latino/a, Asian American, Native American, women, and low-Socio 
Economic Status students and are typically under-represented on college 
campuses. 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations of the Study 
The following assumptions and limitations were pertinent to the proposed study: 
1. What was assumed to be true but not verified: The matter of first-
generation/low-income Mexican American students attending a rural 
community college located near the U.S. – Mexico border and a study of their 
beliefs and perceptions may impact the delivery of TRiO SSS services to this 
under-represented population. 
2.  Weaknesses in the study: Few ethnographic studies on the selected 
population have been conducted.  Referencing materials in terms of 
precedents and other research was limited.  
3. Boundaries from the population sample: It was expected that more interviews 
would need to be conducted.  
Summary 
Currently, there are close to 5 million first-generation/low-income college 
students in the United States.  According to NCES (2001), that number accounts for 
approximately 25% of the undergraduate population on the college campuses in the U.S.  
Of these students it is estimated 1.5 million are Hispanic.  According to theorists and 
researchers in the field, first-generation/low-income students are likely to experience 
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barriers in gaining access to higher education due to reasons including a severe lack of 
socio/cultural integration into the dominant culture, financial obligations, and family 
responsibilities.  Low rates of college retention and completion for Hispanics are in many 
cases attributed to the fact that they tend to come from low-income families who do not 
possess the financial and cultural means to support their college-bound student.  These 
students are more likely to be in need of developmental/remedial non-transferable 
coursework that may end up limiting the timely completion of their college program.  
The purpose of this qualitative study was to acquire a greater understanding of the 
thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes of first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American TRiO Student Support Services participants in a rural community college 







Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction of The Problem 
As greater numbers of first-generation/low-income and underrepresented students, 
specifically Hispanics, attending community colleges seek higher educational 
opportunities, more need for academic, social, and cultural intervention and support 
services in touch with current issues is indicated.  
In a 1998 study conducted by Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, and Goodwin, the 
authors wrote, “Student Support Services (SSS) is one of the largest federal TRiO 
programs designed to help disadvantaged students stay in and complete college” (p. 197).  
TRiO Student Support Services, a federally funded program whose goal is to increase the 
college retention and graduation rates of its participants, offers a wide range of services 
dedicated to ensuring a greater success rate of first-generation/low-income students.  
Additional research, specifically aimed at how Mexican American TRiO SSS students 
view their experiences, may allow for a greater understanding of this underrepresented 
group of college students. 
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES 2004a), 4.5 
million first-generation/low-income students are attending colleges and universities as 
undergraduates.  That equals approximately 25% of the undergraduate population on 
American college campuses.  Hispanic American students, in particular, represent a large 
number of this population.  Approximately 1.3 million Hispanic students are attending 
college, and, according to Fry (2002), author of Latinos in Higher Education: Many 
Enroll, Too Few Graduate, the college-going rate for Hispanics between the ages of 18 
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and 22 has increased to 35% and their enrollments in undergraduate education has gone 
up by more than 200% in the last 25 years (p. 6).  
According to Brown, Santiago, and Lopez (2003), “just over 10 percent of 
Hispanics in the country now have a college education—less than the national average 
for adults, which is over 25 percent” (p. 1).  This statement is remarkable in that first-
generation/low-income Hispanic students in general tend to enroll in community 
colleges, and, according to data from the National Center for Education Statistics’ 
Beginning Postsecondary Study (NCES, 2000), they are more likely than not to cut short 
their course of study without earning a degree.  The reasons for this phenomenon have 
been studied in terms of quantitative and qualitative research.  It is important to note that 
while Hispanic students face many of the same challenges as their peers while seeking 
opportunities in higher education, their challenges are unique (Crisp & Nora 2010; 
MacDonald, Botti, & Clark, 2007; O’Conner et al., 2010; Walker & Schultz, 2001; 
Yaedjian et al., 2009).  
Retention, for example, is a typical objective of TRiO SSS programs.  Research 
conducted by Astin (as cited in Chaney et al., 1998) stated underrepresented students 
“may also be less likely to engage in behaviors that will increase their sense of belonging 
and that are related to college retention” (p. 198).  Because many TRiO SSS students do 
not have the spare time to dedicate to co-curricular activities supporting this notion of 
engagement, they do not build the relationships and other “meaningful interactions” with 
faculty, staff, and other students.  Tinto (1998) asserted students’ relationships with an 
institution’s “academic and co-curricular programs and services” is instrumental in their 
retention.  Barbatis (2010) supports this and asserted that an important component in 
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college completion is retention and that retention acts as an indicator “which measures 
the quality of faculty instruction, support services, and student success” (p. 14).  
Culturally and ethnically diverse students tend not to develop these relationships with 
their instructors or with clubs and other campus-related organizations.  Horn and Nunez 
(2000) wrote that disadvantaged and underrepresented students tend to “experience 
distinct barriers in gaining access to postsecondary education” (p. 61).  This in turn may 
foster a sense of isolation from the dominant culture.  In terms of academic matters as 
they are reflected from this lack of integration, Sanchez (2010) wrote that low-income 
and first-generation students tend to fail at college due to “the experience these students 
have during college,” which includes a lack of social and cultural integration (p. 3).  
TRiO SSS delivers support services that assist students in contending with these 
barriers in order for them to successfully complete their college education.  The 
ethnographic perspective that this study offers may allow for a better understanding of 
how these students do indeed contend with such issues.  It should be noted there are 
many academic problems eligible TRiO SSS students encounter prior to their enrollment 
in college, which include lacking the necessary skills needed for academic success.  Few 
students at the research site are academically prepared to enter college level math and 
English courses.  According to the Cochise College’s Office of Institutional Research 
(2009), 82.4% of all students entering the institution are insufficiently prepared for 
college level coursework as evidenced by ACCUPLACER assessment placement scores.  
The ACCUPLACER assessment results of entering SSS eligible students during the fall 
2008 semester at the research site indicated that 91.8% of these students were not 
prepared for college transfer level English classes (English 101).  This pre-college 
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academic deficiency is widely noted in the literature, and, as Abrams and Jernigan (1984) 
found, “predictions based on admission test scores and high school Grade Point Averages 
(GPA) suggested failure” (p. 263).  
Insofar as cultural matters are concerned, the cultural barriers, rural isolation, and 
challenges of social integration this culture-sharing group of students experience are 
evident in their limited knowledge of campus culture.  Terenzini and Pascarella (1991) 
indicated, “integration refers to the extent to which the individual shares the normative 
attitudes and values of peers and faculty in the institution and abides by the formal and 
informal structural requirements for membership in that community” (p. 51).  This lack 
of integration and membership into the dominant culture is, as Tinto (1998) asserted, a 
reason first-generation/low-income students are likely to feel isolated and, thus become 
more susceptible to not completing their coursework.  
The need to research the relationship between how students perceive themselves 
with regard to these two elements is important.  This then raises the question regarding 
how student perspectives are not being included in the literature.  As Fernandez (2002) 
asked, “how complete of a picture can we get about Latina/Latino education if we rely 
only on the dominant (school) discourse” (p. 46)?  The student participants have a story 
to tell, and the ethnographic focus of this study adds a view of cultural wealth and capital 
to the existing research that, for the most part, is missing from the greater understanding 
of underserved and underrepresented students, in general, and Mexican American 
students, in particular.  
Studies found student success can, in many cases, be attributed to intervention 
services and to the benefits of a meaningful collaboration between students, faculty, and 
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staff (Astin, 1984; Chaney et al., 1998; Fry, 2005; Sanchez, 2010).  The educational 
experiences the student participants in this study related through their own voices can 
foster a better understanding between themselves and faculty and staff, allowing for 
improvement of culturally competent services to increase student success as defined by 
retention and completion rates.  
Conceptual Framework 
Gaining Insight into a TRiO SSS Students’ College Experience 
Student services such as academic learning skills, tutoring services, career and 
academic counseling, and other co-curricular activities are part and parcel of most 
community colleges (Chaney et al., 1998; Fike & Fike, 2008; Miller, Taylor-Smith, & 
Nichols, 2011; Thayer, 2000; Walsh, 2001).  These services are offered in a variety of 
settings, and, in many cases, are paid for with federal funds (Altbach, Berdahl, & 
Gumport, 2005; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Kuh, Kenzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005).  This is 
the case with the federally funded TRiO Student Support Services (SSS) programs that, 
in many instances, serve as the main point of contact for many underrepresented students 
in terms of support services on college campuses.  Because many underrepresented 
students come to college academically underprepared, they may start their academic 
career through the developmental education pipeline (Barbatis, 2010; Crisp & Nora, 
2010; McCabe as cited in Fike & Fike 2008; Schneiders, 2010).  TRiO SSS programs 
support these students through direct intervention that includes tutoring and counseling 
services.  Students participating in a TRiO SSS program are more likely to persist and 
complete their educational goals compared to those students who do not participate in the 
program (Thayer, 2000).  The understanding of how a typical TRiO SSS participant is 
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served through a TRiO SSS project can be extrapolated and added to an ethnographic 
study of first-generation/low-income Mexican American students. 
What Are the Characteristics of the TRiO SSS Student Population? 
The literature analyzing the traditional TRiO SSS student reveals the 
characteristics of a TRiO SSS student are similar, in many ways, to those of first-
generation/low-income Mexican American college students.  Both groups will, in many 
cases, begin their higher education experience by attending a community college; “first-
generation students tend to be more concentrated in two-year colleges” (Thayer, 2000, p. 
3).  The community college, according to Fike and Fike (2008), has been the first point of 
access to higher education for many of these students.  
Yet according to researchers such as Fry and Nora (as cited in Fry, 2002), fewer 
than 25% of the Hispanic students will graduate with an associate’s degree, much less 
graduate from a university.  Other salient characteristics TRiO students share with their 
Hispanic first-generation/low-income counterparts is that they are “less likely to earn a 
bachelor’s degree than those from higher economic backgrounds” (Thayer, 2000, p. 3), 
and “students from ethnic minority backgrounds are more likely to enroll on a part time 
basis” (Fike & Fike, 2008, p. 70).  
What Impact Does Participating in a TRiO SSS Program Have on the Participants? 
Institutional retention programs and the strategies addressing the need for support 
services may be positively impacted by the interventions associated with TRiO SSS 
services.  By gaining a greater understanding of how students perceive their involvement 
and participation in these programs, it may be possible to eventually replicate the services 
to the general, non-TRiO SSS-participating population.  As Fike and Fike (2008) 
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asserted, “underprepared students are encouraged to enroll in a community college” (p. 
70).  As many first-generation/low-income students will seek access to higher education 
through a community college (Barbatis, 2010; Crisp & Nora 2010), it should be noted 
that they will do so with an academic disadvantage in that they will be placed in 
developmental education courses.  According to Schnieders (2010), they “are required to 
take at least one remedial course upon entering college” (p. 2).  By doing so, these 
students will probably be faced with the possibility of a protracted community college 
experience lasting longer than the two years it would take students who enter without the 
need for remediation. 
According to a report generated by The National Center for Public Policy and 
Higher Education and the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) (2010): 
Should states use college-readiness programs, the possibility for colleges to 
improve their degree attainment goals, the need for remedial education in college 
can be diminished thus allowing for these students to graduate in a timely manner, 
or to transfer to a university within a reasonable time frame.  (p. 4) 
 
This statement is of great significance due to the fact the services TRiO SSS 
programs provide are essentially the same services to which the report alludes.  Many 
studies have been conducted over the course of the last 40 years that support the notion 
that as first-generation/low-income students enroll in college, their incoming ability to 
benefit from college level coursework is severely limited (Abrams & Jernigan, 1984; 
Barbatis, 2010; Chaney et al., 1998; Coulson & Bradford, 1983; Fry, 2002; Horn & 
Nunez, 2000; Hsiao, 1992; Mahoney, 1998; Miller et al., 2011; Sanchez, 2010).  Access 
to support services can be the difference between students’ success (as measured by 
GPA, retention, transfer, and graduation) and their eventual failure, as measured by 
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dropping out.  As a result, developmental educational coursework has been developed as 
a means to prepare students for the rigors of a college program.  Many TRiO programs 
provide services and strategies to eligible participants that address these developmental 
issues (Mahoney, 1998).  
The TRiO SSS program has been working with first-generation/low-income 
students since 1964.  The strategies the program uses to increase success, as determined 
by Grade Point Average (GPA), retention, and graduation, have been the traditional 
academic services designed to enhance their instructional courses, and they include, but 
are not limited to, tutoring services, counseling and advising, study skills workshops, and 
peer support.  A study by Coulson and Bradford (1983) indicated, “students who received 
a full range of services were more than likely to persist than students who received few or 
no services” (p. 89).  TRiO SSS has made significant strides in creating an atmosphere 
conducive to promoting success through interventions and academic support.  Fry (2002) 
wrote, “Hispanic students value university education” (p. 12); however, the disparities 
between those who start their post-secondary academic career and those who successfully 
complete it is discouraging.  
The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 was intended “to strengthen the 
educational resources of our colleges and universities and to provide financial assistance 
for students in postsecondary and higher education” (20 USC 1070 -Sec. 1070a-11(a)).  
The HEA gave rise to TRiO programs as a means of creating a level playing field 
between those students having access to college through preparedness, financial means, 
and community support, and those who did not have the means, either financially or 
otherwise, to contend with the demands of higher education.  By identifying student 
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shortfalls in their basic academic skills and by gaining an understanding of their thoughts 
on the process, it may be possible to expedite their aculturalization and integration into 
college transfer level coursework. 
A Synthesis of the Literature Addressing the Research Problem 
The literature pieces reviewed for this study reflect a certain lack of awareness in 
terms of a qualitative ethnographic appreciation for the thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions 
of first-generation/low-income Mexican American students.  What they do provide is an 
understanding of many of the elements that, as a composite, establish certain generalities 
about this population.  Research into the field of first-generation/low-income college 
students makes it apparent that the research problem driving this study is a necessary and 
lacking component needed for the better understanding of this underserved population.  
Various models that include Tinto’s (1998) Model of Integration, for example, 
posit that an involved student will stand a greater chance at succeeding in college than 
one who is not involved.  It reflects several issues to include the fact that the level of 
academic preparation experienced prior to enrollment in college (advanced placement 
course and other rigorous coursework) “influences persistence among traditional college 
students” (p. 175).  Wassmer, Moore, and Shulock (2004) also stated that the impact of 
this type of “pre college academic intervention” increases the possibility the student will 
succeed in college (p. 660).  The readily available amount of quantitative and other 
studies, such as the works by Tinto (1998), Astin (1984), and many others, allow for at 
least an overview of the characteristics of first-generation/low-income college students.  
The research and literature in the area of historical context in terms of Mexican 
American college students are limited as well.  This study incorporated a limited amount 
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of historical work, making it difficult to create a more complete cultural and historical 
picture of Hispanic first-generation/low-income students.  
The 2000 Census established that approximately 35.3 million people, or 12.5 % of 
the U.S. population, were of Hispanic origin.  It also showed Hispanics are the fastest 
growing population in the U.S.  By 2015, one in five teens will be Hispanic.  Honawar 
(2004) reported Hispanic students drop out of high school at higher rates than both blacks 
and whites, and 30% of overall Hispanic students fail to complete high school.  Hispanics 
born outside the U.S. are more likely to drop out of school than first-generation Hispanic 
youth, while half of Hispanic immigrants never enroll in U.S. schools.  Blame for these 
data is regularly placed on a failing public school system and rising tuition costs.  This 
high dropout rate has developed despite the fact that, according to a report generated by 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation titled With Their Whole Lives Ahead of Them: 
Myths and Realities about Why So Many Students Fail to Finish College (Johnson, 
Rochkind, Ott, & DuPont, 2009), “students who don’t graduate understand fully the value 
of a college degree and the consequences and trade-offs of leaving school without one” 
(p. 15).  
Hispanic students bring with them a certain tradition of separation (to be further 
discussed in the following sub heading).  Due to circumstances stemming from issues 
such as a lack of community-related involvement — for example, voting – many 
Hispanics of voting age do not register to vote because their parents have not done so.  
According to a report by the Pew Hispanic Center (2011b), Latino voter “participation 
rates lag behind those of other groups.  In 2010, 31.2% of Latino eligible voters say they 
voted, while nearly half (48.6%) of white eligible voters and 44.0% of black eligible 
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voters said the same” (p. 7).  In 2010, the same organization reported, “Latinos living in 
the United States do not have a national leader” (p. 1).  When asked in an open-ended 
question to name the person they consider the most important Latino leader in the country 
today, nearly two-thirds (64%) of Hispanic respondents said they did not know.  An 
additional 10% said, “no one.”  
The renowned Venezuelan author and Latin American political analyst Carlos 
Rangel (1976) wrote that he rejected the notion that Latin Americans were victims of the 
developed nations and that they erroneously blame these nations for their lack of 
development (el subdesarollo).  From this statement we can delve into some of the 
historical antecedents responsible for what many Hispanic students have inherited in 
terms of this myth of victimization.  
As many first-generation/low-income students do not have the social capital 
necessary to positively impact their college experience, they tend to feel separated from 
the dominant society.  Social capital, as defined by Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti (as 
cited in Routledge & von Amsberg, 2002) are “features of social organization, such as 
trust, norms [or reciprocity], and networks [of civil engagement], that can improve the 
efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions" (p. 5).  For instance, parental 
education levels, according to Crisp and Nora (2010) “were found to be positively related 
to success for Hispanic community college students” (p. 180).  According to Walberg, 
Paschal, and Weinstein (1985), “family participation in education was twice as predictive 
of students’ academic success as family socioeconomic status” (p. 77).  This finding is 
significant in that many Hispanic students do not have the benefit of parental support for 
several reasons.  Main amongst these is economic factors compelling parents to 
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underscore the need to earn money in order to support the family.  Finding and keeping a 
job, in other words being financial stability, is paramount to a successful life.  TRiO SSS 
provides opportunities to students through workshops and other means to educate 
participants in terms of gaining a better understanding of how a college education may 
increase their employment potential.  Additional support for the demographics through 
these services can assist the participants in asserting themselves in terms of understanding 
their potential.  
Despite the studies that have been conducted on the subject of first-
generation/low-income college student persistence, retention, and graduation, there is 
little ethnographic work addressing the social and cultural aspects of how the student 
participants perceive their involvement in a TRiO SSS project (Abrams & Jernigan, 
1984; Barbatis, 2010; Chaney et al., 1998; Coulson & Bradford, 1983; Fike & Fike, 
2008; Fry, 2002; Honawar, 2004; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Hsiao, 1992; Kuh, 2009; Kuh et 
al., 2005; Mahoney, 1998; Sanchez, 2010; Thayer, 2000).  Community colleges are 
traditionally the first point of access to higher education for Hispanic students, in general, 
and for first-generation/low-income, in particular.  TRiO SSS is, according to Chaney et 
al. (1998), “one of the largest programs for the disadvantaged” (p. 198).  Data gathered 
through this study would provide a greater understanding of how and why students 
appreciate their college experiences in ways other than those measured through 
intellectual and cognitive assessments.   
Crisp and Nora (2010) asserted the majority of Hispanic students attending 
community colleges intend to transfer to a baccalaureate granting institution in order to 
“earn an undergraduate degree or higher” (p. 194).  The main goal of TRiO SSS 
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programs is to support students through the baccalaureate pipeline by offering academic 
support services such as tutoring.  O’Conner et al. (2010) indicated through their research 
on social capital that “Hispanic students are significantly over-represented in community 
colleges compared to white and black students” (p. 195).  Many of these students begin 
their college experience by enrolling in developmental coursework.  Hoyt (1999) found 
that “as the number of areas needing remediation increased for students, dropout rates 
also consistently increased” (p. 60).  TRiO SSS programs create a climate contributing to 
academic success by assisting the students in overcoming these academic barriers. 
Gaining Insight into a First-generation/Low-income Student’s College Experience 
1. The Effects of Self-efficacy on Academic Success of First-generation College 
Sophomore Students (Vuong, Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010).  
Vuong et al. (2010) analyzed the effects of self-efficacy on first-generation 
college sophomores’ academic success.  Their study on how first-generation college 
students contended with the distinct barriers in first gaining access to higher education 
and eventually staying enrolled in college are presented.  The authors discussed the 
influences academic and social integration have on student success, as measured by 
retention, as a result of the support services that they receive.  
The data suggested small campuses (such as the research site) may have more 
success in retaining graduates from small high schools (such as the feeder schools).  This 
is crucial to being able to better understand how students from the college’s feeder 
schools think about what motivates them in terms of developing a purpose for being in 
college.  The study underscores a correlation between academic self-efficacy and 
academic success in terms of first-generation students.  The relevance of the study to this 
30 
 
research is that it provides an introduction into how first-generation college students think 
and helps measure their levels of confidence.  
2. Predictors of First-year Student Retention in the Community College (Fike & Fike, 
2008).  
Retention as a means of ascertaining success rates amongst college students has 
been an ongoing focus of study in academic research.  Fike and Fike (2008) analyzed 
predictors of retention to include participation in Student Support Services (SSS) 
programs.  This is important in that one of the criteria for SSS eligibility is being a first-
generation/low-income student.  As there already exists a body of retention-related 
research, it is appropriate to include in this study data, reflecting an understanding of why 
students choose to leave or stay enrolled in college.  Many first-generation/low-income 
students entering community colleges are underprepared for the rigors of college 
coursework and begin their college experience through the developmental education 
pipeline.  The article indicated that by gaining an understanding of how these students 
contend with this experience, including their expectations of achieving a college degree 
despite having to spend several semesters in developmental coursework, will add to a 
greater understanding of their thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes toward their development of 
long-term college goals. 
3. Underprepared, Ethnically Diverse Community College Students: Factors Contributing 
to Persistence (Barbatis, 2010). 
Barbatis’s (2010) research on the perceptions of underprepared college students 
highlights their understanding of their college experience.  The author examined the 
effects of learning communities on college students’ attitudes toward college “in order to 
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identify factors which promote or hinder student retention” (p. 15).  The piece is germane 
to this research in that its focus is on describing how typical first-generation/low-income 
students view their college experience.  
What Are the Characteristics of the Hispanic First-generation/Low-income College 
Student? 
 
1. Hispanic student success: Factors influencing the persistence and transfer 
decisions of Latino community college students enrolled in developmental education 
(Crisp & Nora, 2010).  Crisp and Nora (2010) examined how the majority of Latino/a 
students attending community college intend to transfer to a four-year university in order 
to obtain an undergraduate degree or higher.  The authors claimed research on Hispanic 
students attending community colleges is scant and, as such, the use of existing models of 
student integration (Tinto, 1998) and Cultural Capital Theory (Bourdieu, 1983) are the 
conceptual guidelines in understanding how first-generation students in general, and 
Hispanic students in particular, view their relationship with higher education.  This piece 
is particularly pertinent to this study because it explains some of the environmental pull 
factors compelling Hispanic students to pull away from higher education.  An 
understanding of how family responsibilities and financial concerns impact a student’s 
academic choices is emphasized.  The authors identified several variables in terms of how 
students perceive the notion of commitment to higher education.  They indicated a 
student’s primary language and other socio-cultural capital are characteristics shared 
across the population.  
2. Latinos in higher education: Many enroll, too few graduate.  Fry’s (2002) 
study on Latinos in higher education shows several characteristics commonly shared 
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amongst first-generation/low-income Hispanic students that are also common among 
first-generation/low-income students in general.  Retention and graduation are among 
these characteristics, yet others such as the achievement gap between enrolling and 
completion, are made evident.  Exceptions to this are that Hispanic students tend to enroll 
on a part-time basis, while their white and black counterparts (within the same age group, 
18-24) tend to enroll on a full-time basis.  Degree completion is impeded by this 
particular variable.  
Fry (2002) pointed out the main characteristics of Hispanic first-generation/low-
income college students include a reliance on community colleges as their first point of 
access to higher education, high developmental education participation, part-time 
enrollment, high labor force participation, lack of social integration, and strong 
commitments to family.  The author asks how these characteristics contribute to keeping 
students enrolled and how they may influence the students’ decisions to not persist.  
3. Social capital, financial knowledge, and Hispanic student college choices 
(O’Conner et al., 2010).  A characteristic of Hispanic students in higher education is 
they are significantly over represented in community colleges as compared to their white 
or black counterparts.  The authors employ the Oaxaca decomposition as a statistical 
technique to “explore the impact of social capital, as manifested through college financial 
information, on Hispanic student enrollment in four-year and two-year programs” 
(O’Conner et al., 2010, p. 199).  The Oaxaca decomposition examines two ways 
(endowments) in which unequal outcomes are generated.  The first is through human 
capital and then through differential returns to that particular endowment.  This may 
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explain why Hispanic students behave differently under the same circumstances as their 
white, Asian, or black peers.  
The authors also pointed at the importance of locality as a factor in enrollment, 
and the study suggested that by not having access to social networks, students do not seek 
out opportunities that may exist outside their immediate environment.  They argued the 
transmission of information to these students within their community is limited and as 
such “social capital affects college-going tendencies” (O’Conner et al., 2010, p. 217).  
4. From visibility to autonomy: Latinos and higher education in the U.S., 
1965-2005 (MacDonald et al., 2007).  This historical overview of Latino access to 
higher education looks at the rise of Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI) in the U.S. and 
the structural boundaries Hispanic college students encounter.  The authors contended a 
characteristic of Latinos seeking higher educational opportunities is one of optimism in 
the face of social, cultural, and economic adversity (MacDonald et al., 2007).  Integral to 
the study was how the struggles of the Latino community in gaining access to higher 
education have been forged through federal, as well as local, legislation.  In examining 
the Hispanic condition, the authors claimed there were several important elements in 
understanding why Latinos in higher education were unique in terms of improving access 
to higher education.   
What Impact Does Participating in a TRiO SSS Program Have on First-
generation/Low-income Mexican American Students? 
 
1. Components of TRIO’s success: How one student support services 
program achieved success (Mahoney, 1998).  Mahoney’s (1998) article explored the 
causative factors of a TRiO SSS program’s success at California State University, 
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Hayward (CSUH).  It detailed the qualities of the program to include its “responsiveness 
to students’ changing needs” (p. 386).  Specifically, the article indicated student needs 
were met through open dialog that led to a “holistic model” of services requiring the 
program’s counselors to “respond to students as whole individuals” rather than targeting 
single, specific areas such as academic advising (p. 384).  The counselors went from 
being “specialists” to “generalists” and provided a wide range of assistance to program 
participants (p. 380).  
The SSS program at CSUH has had a positive impact on its participants in terms 
of measurable outcomes including student retention, graduation, and academic 
performance.  The academic support services provided by TRiO SSS are valuable and 
help students achieve their goals in a timely fashion. 
2. Retention of students from first-generation and low-income backgrounds 
(Thayer, 2000).  “Student Support Services is one of the largest federal TRiO programs 
designed to help disadvantaged students stay in and complete college” (p. 5).  The impact 
of the services provided through the program are measurable, and, despite the fact the 
program typically serves some of the most educationally and academically disadvantaged 
students, SSS services such as workshops showed a positive and statistically significant 
effect on retention (Abrams & Jernigan, 1984; Mahoney, 1998).  
3. Helping the progress of disadvantaged students in higher education: The 
federal student support services program (Chaney et al., 1998).  Chaney et al. (1998) 
stated, “students from first-generation and low-income backgrounds are among the least 
likely to be retained through degree completion” (p. 198).  TRiO SSS programs should be 
taken into account in order to establish the likelihood of equitable access to educational 
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attainment goals such as retention and graduation.  Thayer argued that academic 
strategies for these students are different, and as first-generation students, they are likely 
to enter college with less academic preparation, little firsthand knowledge about the 
college experience, and social-cultural alienation.  With their challenges they are likely to 
have a greater need for intervention programs such as TRiO SSS for their success than 
their counterparts.  As TRiO SSS is charged with “increasing the rate of retention and 
graduation” for these students, the success of the program’s offerings are represented by 
measurable outcomes (National Archives and Records Administrations, 2010, para. 1).  
Summary 
Considering the three research streams, a rather in-depth look at historical 
context, together with current research on the factors driving Hispanic first-
generation/low-income students to begin their academic endeavor, the impact the TRiO 
SSS program has had on their success was illustrated by the research and literature.  The 
literature points to evidence that first-generation/low-income Hispanic students are 
subject to socio, cultural, economic, and political forces that may preclude them from 
successfully completing their college goals and fulfilling their aspirations.  The research 
conducted on this particular population is rich in both qualitative and quantitative 
elements describing why so many of these students do not fare well in their post-
secondary educational endeavors.  As “only 20 percent of young people who begin their 
higher education at two-year institutions graduate within three years” (U.S. Department 
of Education, NCES, IPEDS 2006-2007, p. A-20), the literature points to a need for 
additional services, such as those offered by TRiO SSS.  The true characteristics of a 
first-generation/low-income student is that of someone typically attending college on a 
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part-time basis, working, having family and other responsibilities, and being 
academically underprepared for the rigors of college coursework.  Many of these students 
are enrolled in developmental education programs and, because of that, will typically take 
longer than their more affluent peers to graduate, if they graduate at all.  
What is scarce in terms of understanding this phenomenon is an anthropological 
exploration of student success as related directly by first-generation/low-income students.  
This study is relevant to the research questions because it hopes to draw on the voices of 





Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This study examined the beliefs and perceptions about participation in a TRiO 
Student Support Services (SSS) project by first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American students.  The qualitative research is primarily focused on capturing, through 
interviews and direct observation, an understanding of the educational and personal 
experiences of first-generation/low-income Mexican American students at a rural 
community college as they progress through their first year with the aid and support of 
interventions and services as provided by the federally funded TRiO SSS project at the 
research site.  Creswell (2007) wrote qualitative research analysis is a data analysis spiral 
in which “one enters (this spiral) with the data of text or images…and exits with an 
account or a narrative” (p. 150).  As such, the experience the researcher and the 
participants have undergone is spiral rather than linear in nature.  The interviews were 
driven by an interview protocol developed according to a design modeled on John W. 
Creswell’s (2007) book Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design.  There were five open-
ended questions, developed in congruence with the research questions and research 
literature that guided this study.  These questions were the essence or core of the 
interview protocol and left ample opportunity for the interviewees to comment upon and 
discuss the notion of their beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes according to how they felt at 
the time.  A pilot test was conducted in early November 2011 ascertaining the degree of 




Observing the group’s dynamics over a period of several months allowed for a 
recording of their interactions in terms of their communication, collaboration, and 
dealings with the service support elements they utilized.  These service support elements 
included tutoring, counseling, workshops, and impromptu study sessions.  
Site and Population 
Student Sample Group 
The student sample group was comprised of four low-income, Mexican 
American, bi-lingual, first-generation, full-time (12 units per semester or more) college 
students aged 18-21 (approximately) and a cross tab of all 160 TRiO SSS participants.  
Research Location 
The study was conducted at the Douglas, Arizona campus of Cochise College, a 
rural community college district in southeastern Arizona.  Student interviews took place 
in the TRiO Student Support Services building, utilizing a personal office to ensure 
privacy for the initial one-on-one discussions.  The semi-structured interviews were 
conducted in the open-space area dedicated to TRiO SSS known as “Home Base.” 
Site Restrictions 
As the Director of TRiO Student Support Services (SSS), access to the research 
facilities at the site was unrestricted and available during normal business hours.  
Likewise, access to a private office was also unrestricted.  The same may be said of the 
open space dedicated to TRiO SSS, commonly known as “home base.” 
Research Design and Rationale 
The qualitative research was designed to obtain information on how first-
generation/low-income Mexican American students perceived themselves in terms of 
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their experience as TRiO SSS participants.  This study was constructed to describe 
existing circumstances, and no planned intervention was anticipated.  Utilizing an 
ethnographic design, the study linked objectively observed and recorded cultural 
activities and behaviors with one-on-one semi-structured interviews to create a multi-
faceted and comprehensive survey of the attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs regarding 
how the student participants viewed their experiences.   
Research Rationale 
The use of personal narrative allowed for a more in-depth analysis that sometimes 
more effectively revealed the reasons and causes underling students’ beliefs, perceptions, 
and attitudes about student support services.  Fostering such a deeper understanding may 
eventually enable more effective improvement of those services as predictors of success. 
Research Methods 
A combination of semi-structured interviews and direct observations of four 
students was utilized to document how the support services they received through the 
TRiO program impacted them in terms of their shared beliefs and perceptions of student 
support services.  The utilized qualitative methods are explained next. 
The interview protocol was based on the literature and the guiding research 
questions for this study.  Each of the four students was interviewed one-on-one while on 
campus.  They were each asked identical questions about their perceptions, beliefs, and 
attitudes regarding student support services.  Five brief open-ended questions permitted 
the interviewees’ flexibility in terms of responding to them.  The number and frequency 




The semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed.  Once the 
interviews were transcribed, the researcher created a list of codes (see Appendix B) in 
order to, as Creswell (2007) noted, create categories of information gleaned from the 
interviews.  The codes that emerged from the analysis indicated dimensions, themes, and 
insights on the thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes of the interviewees.  These 
themes were integral to the ensuing narrative of how the culture-sharing group made 
sense of the world around them. 
The researcher kept a daily journal of observations from the start of the study to 
the conclusion of the data collection phase.  The journal included relevant interactions 
and experiences that took place between the researcher and the student participants.  
Special attention was given to student behaviors and actions while at the student support 
services home base.  The time frame in which the direct observations were carried out 
was during the time the students congregated at home base.  This was typically between 
8:30 am and 1:30 pm.  The types of events observed were those that took place as the 
students gathered to study at home base.  The researcher noted the student participants 
used this time and place to study and to also engage in social activities such as chit 
chatting and sharing anecdotes. 
Ethical Considerations 
Participants’ rights were protected.  The researcher underwent Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) training and received IRB certification.  It was understood the 
researcher adhered to IRB criteria when conducting interviews and chronicling 
observations.  The research project conformed to ethical principles and regulations 
protecting the rights of the research participants.  
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The researcher identified himself and explained the purpose of the study to the 
participants.  Each participant was asked for his or her permission and consent to be 
interviewed and observed throughout the length of the research project.  This permission 
and consent were part of the initial interview and was recorded and later transcribed by 
the researcher.  IRB approval was obtained from the research site’s Office of Institutional 
Research as a matter of principle and best practices.  
Summary 
The question of beliefs and perceptions as a means of understanding how 
Mexican American, first-generation/low-income students function at a small rural 
community college has not been investigated to the degree this research did.  The amount 
of ethnographic research and other like-minded studies that have been conducted on the 
subject is relatively small, yet the importance of such a study and any ensuing 
contributions to this body of literature are important in terms of a theoretical and 
methodological contribution.  An ethnographic study with an overview of a historical 
context on the matter of how a small group of people (Mexican American first-
generation/low-income students at a small rural community college adjacent to the U.S.-
Mexico border) perceived their participation in a TRiO SSS program is a local 
phenomenon.  It would then be possible to construct a generalization to Hispanic first-
generation/low-income students.  The ethnographic insights benefit the literature in terms 
of allowing for an understanding of the impact this demographic will have on other 





Chapter 4: Findings & Results 
Introduction 
This chapter tells the story of four first-generation/low-income, Mexican 
American students through the lens of the students’ multiple-perspective point of view.  It 
is but one story among the many stories that characterize the landscape of first-
generation/low income college students.  The environment in which the student 
participants live, study, and work is located on the U.S./Mexico border.  The area is rural 
in nature with little industry or other employment-related opportunities.  The high desert 
climate is aggressive in that the annual average rainfall is about 12 inches with 
temperatures reaching up to 110 degrees during the summer months (City Data, 2010).    
The findings and results are detailed through a thematic narrative illustrating the 
students’ attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions of their experience as they navigate through 
their community college years.  Several additional considerations emerged during the 
study.  Principal among these was the researcher became interested in the possible 
ramifications the study may have in terms of extrapolation and application across other 
social and cultural boundaries.  These considerations are further discussed in greater 
detail in Chapter 5 of this study and are the foundations for future research. 
Creswell’s (2007) notion of spiral analysis explains that at this particular loop of 
the process, the research is presented to seek out the meaning of the distinct components 
of the information (data) and contextualize it.  As new levels of meaning were 
introduced, contextualization through time fostered new insights into the students’ 
experiences.  Throughout the spiral analysis process, these new insights and 
43 
 
understandings emerged along with a greater awareness of the students’ perceptions.  
This new knowledge, when incorporated with both the participants’ and the researcher’s 
experiential knowledge and field notes, allowed for the ongoing understanding of the 
participants’ attitudes toward higher education and the role TRiO played in their 
worldview.  
Contextualizing through time for the purposes of this study involved the student 
participants’ prior knowledge, as expressed through their responses to the questions asked 
during the interview process and during the direct observation phase of the study, to be 
re-examined over time resulting in new knowledge.  This concept consists of an initial 
element of knowledge to be processed in relation to new knowledge, resulting in practical 
applications enabling the student participants to connect to realities of which they may 
not have been previously aware.  In building these connections between their existing 
knowledge and newly acquired knowledge, new relationships were examined and 
relevant information was processed.  
The researcher presented the findings and results in this chapter to provide insight 
into the thoughts, perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes of these students.  It was not the 
researcher’s objective to create a hypothesis resulting in speculation over the findings and 
results, but to add, through open-mindedness, to a greater understanding of the trials and 
struggles these students, and quite conceivably most first-generation/low-income students 
in general, face while seeking to forge a path to the American dream through a college 
education.  The intention of this ethnographic study was to shed light and understanding 
on a complex and largely un-researched issue: how a select group of first-generation/low-
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income Mexican American students attending a rural community college perceived their 
participation in a TRiO Student Support Students (SSS) project. 
This chapter is divided into three sections: 
1. Findings reflecting the researcher’s understanding of the data.   
2. Results of what was coded, what themes emerged, and the researcher’s point of 
view. 
3. Summary that allows for a critical review of the data in terms of how the literature 
and the researcher’s observations support the argument posited in the problem 
statement and research questions.  
Findings 
The material discussed in this section is a brief narrative of the participants’ 
stories.  This section is devoted to introducing the students and establishing a context for 
the study.  The research findings in this chapter are a result of an ethnographic study 
conducted at a small community college (the “site”) located about 10 miles north of the 
U.S./Mexico border in rural Arizona.  
The findings were obtained as a result of a combination of data drawn from direct 
interviews, field notes, artifact descriptions, and direct observations.  The raw data was 
analyzed using Creswell’s (2007) spiraling analysis process as a guideline and shaped 
subsequent data gathering and interpretation by narrowing the scope of further data 
collection to four themes and five sub-themes that emerged upon coding the interviews 
and cross referencing the researcher’s observations.  
The three questions that drove the study were addressed. 
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• What challenges do TRiO Student Support Services students at a rural 
community college face? 
• What are the beliefs and perceptions of first-generation/low-income Mexican 
American community college students in terms of their experiences as TRiO 
SSS participants?   
• What are the effects of TRiO SSS participation, if any, on this select group of 
students?  
A semi-structured interview was used and interviews were conducted at the site 
over the course of a month and a half (early November 2011 through mid-December 
2011).  Direct and participatory observations of the students began in early November of 
2011 and continued through late March 2012.  The self-designed interview protocol used 
in this research is the foundation upon which the rich descriptions and the in-depth 
exploration of the central phenomenon are based.  The structure of the interview protocol 
was a design around the literature and modeled after John W. Creswell’s (2008) book 
Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design.  The assumption was that the results of the 
semi-structured interviews, together with field notes and direct observation comments, 
can be indicators of emergent new knowledge, which in turn will contribute to the 
existing literature on first-generation/low-income students.  
A brief Narrative of the Participants’ Stories 
My beliefs are to keep pushing.  Don’t give up. In TRiO Student Support Services 
– talk to them.  They are the best resource on campus (P4). 
 
First-generation students are likely to perceive less support from their families for 
attending college (Thayer, 2000, p. 6). 
46 
 
Going to college may seem a rite of passage for any student; it marks a significant 
separation from the past for those who are the first in their families to do so 
(Hsiao, 1992, p. 2). 
 
The above quotations are significant in that all the students who participated in 
the study expressed similar feelings toward the type of support they may or may not have 
received from parents or peers.  The notion of support, whether it is addressed as sub 
themes such as Financial Support or Family Support, is woven throughout the narrative 
and the researcher’s understanding of the students’ attitudes as they progress through 
their college experience.  The assistance and support of TRiO Student Support Services 
intervention and support programs helped students better describe their perceptions 
regarding their college experience in terms of the other emergent themes as well.  The 
notion of intrusive advising is mentioned during this section of the study, and it should be 
noted that the concept of this type of advising was drawn from the researcher’s previous 
experience in working with Mexican American first-generation/low-income youth.  
Intrusive advising, for the purposes of this study, can be loosely defined as a proactive 
intervention strategy that creates opportunities for TRiO SSS staff to contact students 
who otherwise might not seek advising.  
What is distinctive about this ethnographic study is that the research focused on a 
culture-sharing group of Mexican American college students attending a rural community 
college in the United States who live, work, and study in a U.S./Mexico border town 
region.  Particular to this is the notion that these students (the “student participants”) live 
on a border town in southeast Arizona.  They share more than a common interest with 
other underrepresented minorities in higher education in obtaining a college degree and 
advancing in life through their pursuit of a professional degree; they also share a bi-
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culturalism characteristic of many border town populations.  The participants, all of 
Mexican American origin, live, study, and work in the United States and are influenced 
by cultural elements particular to the dominant culture, such as advertising, music, and 
dress, and most significantly, the educational environment in which they spend a great 
part of their day.  Many of the participants’ college peers were Anglo as well.  They 
moved seamlessly from the Mexican culture found at home into the dominant Anglo 
culture found at the college, all while maintaining their Mexican identity, language, and 
sense of place despite the fact that their classes were taught in English by English-
speaking instructors, none of whom were Mexican American, and, as mentioned before, 
through interactions with their Anglo peers.  
Over the course of studying the data, the researcher found these students often 
chose to speak with each other and with the researcher in Spanish.  With the exception of 
the semi-structured interviews, conducted almost exclusively in English, the participants 
chose to speak with the researcher in Spanish in all other instances, including during the 
direct observation phase of the study and when they were engaged in informal 
conversation.  This is significant because language colors the findings by infusing 
cultural and social nuances in the participants’ answers, conversations, and interjections.  
For example, several instances during the interview process necessitated a pause for the 
researcher to interpret a word, phrase, or idiomatic expression the student had said in 
Spanish.  This also held true during the process of transcription coding.  When reviewing 
the transcriptions, the researcher found several instances when an idiomatic expression 
was used, which necessitated a more critical translation and an explanation to clarify and 
contextualize the phrasing.  Several examples are noted in the themes section.   
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Students in the study expressed the feeling they felt at home on the rather small 
and intimate campus housing the TRiO SSS “home base.”  The students said they felt 
they received support from the TRiO SSS staff and that support contributed to their 
feelings of security and respect.  When prompted as to why they felt the way they did, a 
subtext idea was inferred by the researcher.  Although not expressed in a direct manner, 
the students indicated that being able to speak in Spanish was important to them.  Their 
peers, tutors, and the staff at TRiO spoke Spanish, thus allowing for a free flow of 
conversation and humor that might otherwise be constrained in an environment not 
including Spanish.  Being raised in a predominately Mexican American community, the 
student participants actively embrace the notion that their culture and the values their 
culture endorsed are respected at “home base,” including reliance on TRiO staff for 
career, academic, and personal advice.  
Significantly, the participants are students at a rural community college.  They are 
Mexican American, young, and extremely motivated to succeed, and they were the first 
in their families to attend college.  In recognizing what Marshall (1996) asserted as 
“some informants are ‘richer’ than others” (p. 523), the sample was intentionally kept to 
six students who represented typical first-generation/low-income Mexican American 
college student characteristics and were picked via a mixed convenience and judgment 
sample technique.  Through mixed convenience and judgment sampling, a purposeful 
sample emerged.  As the study was conducted at a college campus near the U.S./Mexico 
border, the researcher deemed it appropriate to select 50% of the students born in the U.S 
of Mexican heritage and 50% who immigrated to the U.S. from Mexico.  The researcher 
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specifically chose these students in order to show a cross-section of the culture-sharing 
group.  
The passing of time as a means of contextualizing the data was included as a 
consideration in the study.  The researcher observed the students regularly over the 
course of the study and noted on several occasions changes in behavior that may have 
been influenced by an increase in their awareness of issues such as transfer to a university 
and financial matters.  
These are the researcher’s interpretation of the findings and provide a canvas for 
which more than one hue or color scheme may be applied.  The questions asked by the 
researcher were of a how and why nature and resulted in observations allowing for an 
ongoing process rather than the typical results-driven approach of a fixed start-end 
process.  This process occurred throughout the study in that as time progressed, the 
participants’ views, thoughts, and attitudes toward certain elements within the themes 
developed.  
As the participants reflected on matters brought up in the interview process, they 
would eventually discuss the internal considerations that would drive external decisions.  
For example, the researcher, while attempting to contextualize the meaning of the 
emerged themes in terms of the participants’ perspectives, discovered the students 
initially made “vague” remarks about the future.  The researcher coded several instances 
in which the students, upon receiving a prompt in the form of a question relating to their 
future, would reply in vague terms that did not yield a deep meaning.  These vague terms 
are described, for the purposes of this particular study, as Internal Considerations.  As 
time went by and the students had time to consider their statements and expressions, they 
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were able to take the Future theme and make it something that was of value to them and 
would cause them to take an action.  These more tangible expressions are termed 
External Considerations.  For example: 
From P1: 
DJOM: (12/08/2012): “The future holds big things for you.  So how are you going 
to get there?” 
 
From the vague (an internal consideration – a hunch or assumption): 
P1: (12/08/2011): “Study hard.  A lot of discipline.  It will take a lot of years of 
huge researching opportunities.”  
 
To the more tangible (an external decision that requires the participant to take an action): 
P1: (02/16/2012): “I’ve learned to plan better for the future.  For example: 
applying and registering for classes at the university.  I applied late.  This may 
affect my acceptance and scholarship possibilities.” 
 
From P3: 
DJOM (12/01/2012): “I’d like to know what your future goals are.” 
 
From the vague (an internal consideration – a hunch or assumption): 
P3 (12/01/2012): “It’s going to be pretty hard.” 
 
To the more tangible (an external decision that requires the participant to take an action): 
P3 (02/28/2012): “I’ve learned that the time and effort required is much more than 
I thought.  I am more focused.  I don’t want to waste my time.  I am more 
determined.  I applied to the University of Arizona (instead of Western New 
Mexico University) because it’s a top university.  I have chosen a major and a 
minor.” 
 
The themes supporting the rich description of the ensuing narrative are an 
outcome of this process and hopefully suggest an understanding of the participants in a 
way that may not have been described before.  The researcher believes that through this 
approach, the findings allow for continuous re-evaluation of the subject matter, the 
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consequences of which are that the findings provide ample opportunity to eventually 
argue the evidence in more than the way it has been presented in this study.  By seeking 
pieces of information (words, phrases, and ideas) allowing for an interpretive framework 
to emerge, the research questions driving the study were addressed.  This framework 
incorporates the researcher’s self-reflection, the data collected from existing research, and 
the data that emerged through the interviews and direct observation in order to begin 
understanding the phenomenon being explored.  
The different types of data were gathered and analyzed simultaneously (Merriam, 
2009).  The researcher drew insights from the students during the interviews, coded the 
transcribed interviews for themes, and continuously correlated the findings culled from 
field notes and direct observations taken during interaction and observation with the 
students.  Following Denzin’s (as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 215) discussion on 
triangulation, the researcher used a multiple methods of data collection approach to 
substantiate the internal validity of the research.  By continuously cross checking 
interviews, observations as they were recorded in the researcher’s field book, and 
documents, evidence to support the emerging themes surfaced. 
Code the Data and Place Coded Data in Categories 
The data were created from interview transcripts and field notes.  The data were 
studied and the researcher got a general sense and meaning of the information.  The data 
were reduced into a manageable set of themes, and a detailed analysis (coding) was 
conducted.  The themes allowed for a description of the participants’ attitudes to be 
established, and a narrative description emerged.  
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Finally, an interpretation of the data was accomplished.  The data were organized 
using a two-column format the researcher developed as a means to organize, define, and 
form sections of information (see Appendix B).  These elements were grouped into 
blocks selected from the interview transcripts.  This section was referred to as “Transcript 
Text – In Blocks” whereby within each “block,” frequently used words were assigned a 
“theme.”  A “theme” for the purposes of this study refers to word frequencies evident 
across the various interviews, captured from the different participants’ discussions, and 
repeated regularly throughout the research enough to warrant creating a significant 
classification (theme) associated with that/those terms.  
These themes were subsequently written into another organizer/grid, which 
consisted of the participants’ number and the particular theme, assigned a number as well 
(see Appendix C).  For example, a common theme was determined to be Family Support 
and was assigned the number 1.  This data was then correlated back with the researcher’s 
field notes resulting in information populated in the second column known as Memos and 
Thoughts – Correlated with Field Notes.  Themes emergent through this correlation were 
informed by the research questions and from data winnowed from the literature review.  
A list of unique words was detailed, and each theme is highlighted in the “Memos and 
Thoughts – Correlated with Field Notes” section.  
Themes of Findings 
Five major themes emerged as responses to the eight interview questions: Access 
to Education, Support, The Future, and Expectations, and Motivation to Succeed.  Sub 
thematic topics became evident over the course of the study, and these have been 
identified as subordinate to the major themes.  These sub themes support the major 
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themes.  This account presents the major findings as they were determined with regard to 
frequently used words, expressions, and observations.  The data was drawn from the 
semi-structured interviews, the researcher’s field notes, and annotated memos jotted 
down by the researcher during the course of the study.  The narrative details five major 
themes and five sub themes as a means of providing insight into how the data respond to 
the research questions.  During the course of the study, the students were allowed to 
voice their thoughts, opinions, and perceptions as they pleased, so it is their voices being 
heard throughout the study.  The participants’ experiences allow us the chance to delve 
into participants’ particular understandings of college life through a particular set of 
unique circumstances drawn from being born, brought up, and attending college in a 
border region. 
The Five Major Themes: An Analysis  
Access to education.  All the students expressed concern over access to 
education.  This notion was discussed on several different levels ranging from the lack of 
opportunities for women in science to how the participants’ peers viewed education as a 
means to get a job and not as a means to further their interests.  It should be noted the 
normative social influences the student participants experienced from their peers was 
dealt with and sorted out through critical assessment of their own goals versus those of 
their peers.  For example: 
DJOM: “So what happened to your old friends?” 
 
P1: “They are staying behind.”  
 
DJOM: “They are staying behind in what way?” 
 




DJOM: “And why do you think that is?” 
 
P1: “Because primarily we don’t want the same things in life, and as you get an 
education, you become more mature and your personality changes.  You don’t see 
the world the same way.  You start to separate yourself from your old friends.” 
 
Among the empirical evidence supporting the contention that peers do influence 
behavior within their group, Kuh (2009) asserted that undergraduate peer groups promote 
“acceptance and approval over a prolonged period of time” (p. 689).  The researcher did 
not pursue a deeper understanding of how these influences may negatively affect student 
academic engagement as it was observed the student participants were focused on their 
academic success and not on social acceptance, thus precluding further inquiry for the 
purposes of this study.  It should be noted that normative social influences are evident in 
much of the student population at the site as many of the general students will declare a 
major that may not be one of their own choice; yet, that is not the case for the student 
participants.  
What was evident, for the most part, was they were all concerned with how a lack 
of money may interfere with their long-term goals of transferring to a university and 
eventually to graduate school or beyond.  Typically, they would discuss this issue 
amongst themselves, and, as observed by the researcher, they would talk about access to 
resources such as roommates, carpooling, public transportation, and part-time jobs that 
would enable them to afford going to school.  They viewed these factors as integral to 
their goal of transferring to a university and placed great emphasis on discussing these 
external considerations in terms of a limited understanding of the responsibilities 
associated with such a transition from a small rural campus to a major urban campus.  
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A case in point was when the researcher observed the students discussing 
apartment complexes, what type of floor plans the apartments had (number of rooms and 
bathrooms), and cost of rent.  When engaged in a conversation regarding their 
understanding of the issues typically associated with signing a lease, their responses 
indicated they lacked a basic understanding of credit reports, deposits associated with 
getting their utilities connected, and the cost of those utilities.  They seemed excited 
about the prospect of venturing out on their own, and when asked what they viewed as 
being the most important matter in terms of lodging, they responded that proximity to the 
university was paramount over any other consideration.  Cost came second.  
Upon reviewing notes associated with these observations, the researcher noticed 
that what lacked from the conversations, to a large degree, was the notion of preparing 
budgets that would realistically allow the students to plan their finances and allocate 
economic resources to meet the demands of renting an apartment.  Further inquiry into 
the matter of how TRiO SSS would be able to prepare the students for this leap into the 
world of costs associated with living on one’s own and contending with how to reduce 
the burden of debt that many first-generation/low-income students struggle with when 
they transfer to a university deserves attention and is discussed in Chapter 5.  
Despite these considerations, the students stated that aspirations leading to a 
university degree were not commonly shared amongst the participants and their peers.  
The student participants pointed to a lack of employment opportunities in their 
community and how that lack of opportunity would drive their peers to seek out 
employment offering limited growth and advancement potential, as that is all they knew.  
Access to education for that group was viewed as a stepping stone to a job rather than as 
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a pathway to self-fulfillment and advanced career options.  The students agreed in unison 
that they would not settle for less than what they dreamt of – that is, becoming a 
professional in a career path of their choice.  The student participants did not discuss 
political, social, and cultural factors as challenges to their self-perception of being 
potentially successful.  Their motivation to succeed was exemplified by an awareness that 
certain elements commonly found in their culture, such as close familial ties, were what 
kept their peers from pursuing a baccalaureate degree, and not exclusion or denial from 
access to higher education.   
When prompted to discuss her thoughts on how her peers viewed transferring to a 
university as a possibility, P3 explained that in her case, many of her peers were not 
motivated to transfer after completing their associate’s degree.  The main reason had to 
do with the fact that those other students had close ties to their family (economic and 
emotional support) on which they were not willing to gamble.  
I know some people are scared to transfer.  That they don’t want to leave home 
because they are so comfortable here and it’s so nice here.  Why leave home when 
you have everything as opposed to going somewhere else where you have to work 
hard at it?  (P3) 
 
This was not a typical perception of the student participants themselves.  They 
were more than willing to not only consider moving away from their comfort zone but to 
gamble on that move as being another step toward meeting their personal and 
professional goals.  For example, P4 was awarded a locally sponsored merit scholarship 
that allowed him to move away from a certificate program in trades to an academic 
transfer program.  
Well, right now I’m planning on going to the University of Arizona and I’m going 
to work on my Master’s in Science in Mathematics, and then the plan is to 
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become a college math teacher, but for all I know it may open up other doors. 
(P4) 
 
In terms of access to education, the student participants all agreed TRiO SSS was 
instrumental in developing and maintaining their motivation to succeed and look beyond 
the community college experience.  For example, when asked to discuss his thoughts on 
how TRiO SSS helped him to stay in and complete college, P2 responded with, “TRiO 
motivates you even more.  It fills your part of the community.”  He later went on to add, 
“You want to be an example for others to follow you so you are more motivated to stay in 
school because you are part of the fundamental pillars of TRiO.”  
As the term progressed, P2 was absent for several days.  This was due to him 
having to undergo an emergency medical procedure.  He was absent from class for 10 
days.  Upon his return to the college, P2 made it clear that he would overcome having 
missed almost two weeks of school through hard work and diligence and support from his 
peers.  The researcher spoke with this student on several occasions and observed him 
frequently during the time it took him to catch up with his classmates.  Although he 
missed several exams and other schoolwork due to his absence, he never complained and 
was positive and upbeat.  He indeed was an example to others not only to the TRiO 
students at “home base” but to students in general, and his attitude left a positive 
impression on those around him.  He sought out the assistance of TRiO advisors during 
this period so they could advocate for him.   
In keeping with the spiral analysis format of this study, the researcher, when 
coding for themes, found that as the students were given time to consider their responses 
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to the initial interviews, the notion of support surfaced in subsequent interviews and in 
their discussions. 
Support.  As described in Chapter 2 of this study, the literature supports the 
assertion, as championed by theorists such as Vincent Tinto (1998) and John Braxton 
(2000), that first-generation/low-income students stand a greater chance of succeeding in 
college if they are involved or integrated into the campus culture.  In response to this well 
quoted and well researched contention, it is the researcher’s finding that this may be true 
if the student “fits in” with the dominant culture.  The student participants admitted their 
basic awareness of life at an urban university was going to be different than the life they 
experienced at the site, yet they were not able to clearly articulate what those differences 
would be.  They suggested they may possibly have to contend with exclusion from the 
culture rather than inclusion because of their Spanish accents; and, as a result, they would 
actively seek out others who may be like them rather than attempting to integrate into the 
dominant culture.  Further probing into how they considered the internal aspect of non-
acceptance into the dominant culture due to their Spanish accents and how it may affect 
their studies, the student participants were able to contextualize their uncertainty into the 
external consideration of their uniqueness as being a contribution to the university’s 
plurality.  The student participants agreed that access to family support would be integral 
to their academic success and as a possible substitution for this type of intimate support, 
they would feel comfortable with seeking out and making use of programs such as TRiO 
SSS at the institution to which they transferred.  
All the student participants were actively engaged in seeking support from TRiO 
staff.  They would not hesitate to approach the researcher and other TRiO staff and ask 
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for help in resolving issues that included applying for admission to universities, writing 
assistance for their personal essays, and emotional support.  TRiO SSS was underscored 
as one of the most important structures in assisting the student participants to gain a 
better understanding of their academic and professional aspirations.  For example: 
DJOM: “How is TRiO supporting you?” 
 
P1: “It supports me with personal support.  I believe in myself thanks to TRiO.” 
 
DJOM: “What meaning does participating in TRiO have for you?” 
 
P3: “I get tutoring.  It’s helping me a lot.” 
 
As the student participants gained a more comprehensive understanding of the 
potential issues they may face as transferring students, they reviewed their experiential 
knowledge and added to it by actively engaging in substantive conversations with TRiO 
SSS staff.  As they gained a deeper knowledge of the urban campus panorama through 
dialog with TRiO staff, they admitted to feeling better equipped and empowered to make 
appropriate decisions.  This is significant in that by gaining a better understanding of the 
student participants’ thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions regarding their ability to 
successfully navigate the realities associated with transitioning from a rural border town 
to a large metropolitan area, TRiO SSS staff adapted their delivery of services to focus 
more on transfer.  By understanding the cultural nuances associated with being from a 
small rural area, TRiO SSS staff were better able to work with the student participants 
beyond the commonly proscribed outreach strategies TRiO SSS provides.  Through time, 
the students expressed an understanding that to take full advantage of educational 
opportunities allowing them to pursue their goals and dreams, they would have to seek 
support and assistance from family, friends, and organizations such as TRiO SSS.  When 
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asked what type of support they needed, they all answered that monetary support 
followed by family support were vital to their success.  Upon further probing, the student 
participants also mentioned that emotional support from family and TRiO SSS played an 
essential role in contending with the challenges they faced as college students. 
Financial support.  The researcher encountered a common thread within the 
stories related to the concept of support.  When the notion of support was introduced 
during the interview process, each student participant expressed anxiety that money was a 
big concern.  Spiral analysis of this theme allowed for the emergence of new knowledge.  
The researcher asked the students the following question: 
“What kind of support do you think you are going to need?” 
 
P1: “Financial is a big one.” 
 
P2: “When we’re talking economically, my family is a low-income family so I 
don’t get that much support, but the psychological support overcomes the 
economic support.” 
 
P3: “My parents can’t financially support me; I have to do it on my own.” 
 
P4: “I was pretty much running off a study grant and a scholarship for my entire 
first year.”  
 
The student participants fell within the same age bracket and their shared 
concerns regarding the role money played in their aspirations to succeed described a 
common struggle many first-generation/low-income students encounter throughout their 
academic careers.  Higher tuition costs and ever-increasing student debt were part of the 
formal and informal conversations that took place during the study.  Many first-
generation/low-income students will turn to the community college as their first point of 
access to higher education.  One student (P4) related a personal experience reflecting the 
61 
 
unspoken reason why many first-generation/low-income students attend a community 
college: 
Pretty much the reason I came here (to a community college) was due to budget 
issues around the nation and this is pretty much a decent way to get a prize for 
your education and to get scholarships so I can transfer to a university early on. 
 
The relationship between financial support and academic success was 
underscored by all the student participants.  They reported they were excited about the 
opportunities lying ahead of them and the level of financial support they receive will 
directly impact their academic success.  The financial resources they needed to 
supplement their entitlement funds and limited family contributions were discussed 
regularly, and the student participants attributed their ability to seek out additional 
funding to outreach by TRiO SSS.  
Emotional support.  Coding for themes revealed the student participants viewed 
the notion of emotional support as being a function of the central role family plays in 
providing social and cultural security and access to someone who understands their 
language of preference.  The dilemmas people on the border face are steeped in a rich 
cultural, social, economical, historical, and language heritage.  Marquez and Romo 
(2008) explained the Latino population along the border is best clarified if variables such 
as language, family composition, common indexes found in the literature, and other 
normative indicators are included in attempts at understanding the unique dynamics of 
“present day Latino families within the U.S.-Mexico border landscape” (p. 5).  Essential 
to this thought would be that the Spanish language plays a central role in the student 
participants’ lives.  As stated before, the student participants preferred to talk amongst 
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themselves and the researcher in Spanish.  Staff at TRiO SSS speak Spanish, thus lending 
an extension of the language comfort found in their homes to the campus environment. 
From family.  From a cultural standpoint, the culture in which the student 
participants were raised is Mexican American in nature.  A predominantly patriarchal 
relationship is one of the outstanding features of the culture and is evidenced through the 
answers the students (especially the female students) gave during the interview 
component of the study.  The relationship existing between the students and their parents 
and family is described for the purposes of this study as a means to shed light on the 
students’ perceptions of themselves and is not intended to be a criticism or critique of the 
culture.  
Of particular interest is the fact that the two female student participants frequently 
mentioned the role their fathers played in terms of emotional support and encouragement.  
They contextualized this relationship throughout the study by indicating that as they 
learned how to navigate the system, they eventually would discuss how they were 
preparing to let go and be independent.  These students’ notion of success was different 
than their parents’, especially their fathers’.  The expectation of having a family as a 
measure of success (social pressure attached to father’s expectations) was still evident by 
their responses to queries regarding the future, yet they would ultimately question that 
status quo and attribute going to college as the primary motivator of success attainment.   
There is a strong link between the kind of support the students seek and the type 
of culture from which they stem.  Mexican American culture emphasizes the value family 
has and so, support will be conditional to this worldview.  Despite these changes in 
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outlook, the female student participants continued to view the notion of support as one 
contingent upon close family ties.   
One of the chief social obstacles the student participants face in terms of moving 
through the baccalaureate pipeline is the notion of separation anxiety related to moving 
away from family and close friends.  As they are the first in their family to attend college, 
the students seldom have the social capital to navigate unfamiliar academic, personal, and 
logistical territory by themselves.  This includes being able to negotiate emotional issues 
with which they would normally contend through family interaction.  The four student 
participants came from traditional families where the presence of a mother, father, and 
siblings was prominent in their day-to-day life.  Many of the students also declared they 
were part of an extended family that included aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents.  
As such, they were heavily dependent upon the emotional support their family offered to 
them, leaving the students with a lack of confidence in their own ability to negotiate, on 
their own, the typical peculiarities students in the dominant culture may find to be 
commonplace.   
All the student participants hesitantly expressed a certain level of apprehension 
when they were asked to discuss their thoughts on the notion of separation.  Although the 
students did not discuss this issue in detail, they alluded to a certain caution in relocating 
away from home.  All four of the student participants decided to transfer to a university 
yet their choices of institutions were narrowed down to how close they were to their 
hometown.  All four applied to a major urban university, located less than 120 miles from 
their hometown.  While many first-generation/low-income students live with their family, 
at times at home, or with part of their extended family, close to 43% of Hispanic students 
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live with either their parents or a relative (King, 1999).  This figure is significant in 
understanding how family support is an important factor in understanding the perceptions 
the student participants have in terms of making a transition from their home to a 
university.  In essence, their community college experience can be viewed as a bridge, 
both academically and socially, to not only a university degree and professional 
achievement but to self-reliance as well.  
For example, when the students were observed to be discussing how they would 
budget their resources to buy food, for example, several of them said their mother bought 
the household groceries and they were not completely aware of the costs associated with 
budgeting for food.  They were then prompted to discuss other possible costs associated 
with living on their own and how they would support themselves.  These conversations 
lead to their reappraisal of how truly self-reliant they were and that there was a need to 
further make meaning of their internal considerations and, thus make them more tangible 
external considerations.  
From TRiO SSS.  Building a supportive environment for the students is one of the 
objectives of a TRiO SSS project.  As such, the “home base” concept embodying the 
TRiO SSS program’s supportive environment at the research site resulted in an open and 
welcoming atmosphere allowing the student participants the opportunity to be frank with 
the researcher while discussing their thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions with him.  For 
some of the students, TRiO SSS meant more than just support.  P1 claimed TRiO 
supported her with personal support, an external consideration that when contextualized 
over time turned into “I believe in myself, thanks to TRiO, because I feel like I have 
someone that will help me achieve that education, so it feels good.  I’m waiting for my 
65 
 
name in the history book after I discover something.”  As several of the student 
participants voiced similar aspirations regarding their future, this study contains an 
additional “theme”: The Future, which is examined next.  
For the student participants, being in a supportive environment was integral to 
their belief that they could succeed in college.  Their perceptions of who they were in 
many ways was a reflection of who their family and peer groups thought they should be.  
As the student participants’ cultural and social connections were found and explored 
between several cultures, they reported they had encountered resistance from different 
groups within both their own culture and that of the dominant one, with regard to their 
aspirations to be academically successful.  Marquez and Romo (2008) in quoting 
Mercedes, a resident that lives along the U.S.-Mexico border, wrote, “there are three 
worlds…the Mexican, the American, and the one here at the border” (p. 1).  Knowing 
this became crucial to how the TRiO SSS program at the site constructed its outreach and 
support services to better serve the students.  When it was understood by all the staff 
members that the students were caught in a complex world of, at times, competing 
values, staff created workshops and tutoring services that took into consideration the fact 
that these students may indeed believe their outlook on degree aspirations was limited 
due to limited social self-confidence, normative social influences, and lower 
expectations.  The student participants were more likely to be able to proactively contend 
with these matters as they encountered them from either their family and/or peers after 
their multi-cultural dimensions were acknowledged by TRiO staff.  
As the student participants learned to navigate around the newly discovered 
territory of self-reliance, they concluded the culture found at TRiO SSS was one of 
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support and one that fostered a sense of self-reliance through the program’s services.  P4 
stated his experiences with TRiO SSS were that he felt “comfortable around the people” 
and he “actually got to know them on a personal level.”  “Basically, they are like a guide 
in a dark room – a light house.”  Their contextualization for their reasons to attend 
college developed with time as a result of their having accessed TRiO SSS resources that 
varied in scope from tutoring services to community service opportunities.  P3, who was 
born and raised in the United States but had lived all her life along the U.S./Mexico 
border, chose to speak with the researcher in Spanish.  It seemed appropriate to ask her if 
she preferred to speak in Spanish and she replied that yes, she did.  However, during the 
course of the research, direct observation revealed she was speaking more English than 
had been previously recorded.  P3’s response to this observation was that she had “been 
learning more English” and “wanted to sound more educated.”  When asked to make 
meaning of this statement, P3 briefly explained that since she was getting her education 
in the U.S., she was “growing more in English.”  (It should be noted that this is another 
instance in which a literal interpretation of the Spanish term creciendo mas - “growing 
more” – can be translated to mean “developing” or “progressing” as a means of 
conveying a sense of improvement in terms of her English speaking abilities.) 
The student participants all agreed TRiO SSS has supported them in pro-actively 
contending with the challenges of pursuing a college education.  The contributions TRiO 
SSS made in helping the student participants develop the skills necessary to negotiate 
social networks and academic bureaucracy were claimed to be a factor in how they 
viewed themselves as being prepared for the transition to a life as a university student.  
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The future.  In addressing how the student participants viewed their future, they 
indicated they felt empowered to succeed.  In examining this perception they had of 
themselves, the researcher found the student participants placed a great value on the 
impact a university degree would have on their potential to be successful.  
Encouragement to pursue a university degree was scant from the students’ families and 
friends.  The students discussed this matter in vague terms and eventually were able to 
better articulate how they perceived their place in life as potential university students and 
how their future hinged on academic success despite the lack of direct support from 
family and friends.  
During the course of the study, the researcher noted the students did not 
contextualize their thoughts on the future in terms of resistance from family and friends; 
rather, they indicated certain challenges existed at home and these challenges were 
“cultural” in nature.  P3 stated her goal of becoming a dentist was not endorsed at home.  
She was encouraged to go into a nursing program and actually had considered doing so at 
some point.  Yet upon working with TRiO SSS staff and discussing her aspirations to get 
into the medical field with her study mates, she eventually claimed she “didn’t want to 
waste two years…because why be a nurse when you can become a doctor?  Why just 
settle for something less when you can go so much further?”  P3’s family was concerned 
about several things when they encouraged her to seek out nursing as a career.  Insofar as 
the cultural element was concerned, they wanted their daughter to be close to home and 
working in a field that had a level of prestige for women in their community.  Nursing is 
a short-term two-year program and lies within a manageable view of future prospects.  It 
should be noted there is only one female dentist in the community surrounding the site 
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where the study was conducted and her father was a local dentist before her.  So P3 had 
very limited access to role models.  The community college she and the other student 
participants attended has a nursing program, thus allowing the students access to a career 
in the medical field.  Yet the campus does not offer a traditional “pre-med” program that 
would allow potential pre-medicine students access to qualified advisors to guide them 
should they express a desire to study medicine or dentistry.   
The student participants found ways to expand their horizons and empower their 
view of themselves by being able to take the knowledge and contextualize it.  The 
students were asked about how they viewed their future: 
DJOM (12/08/2011): What do you think, in terms of being a student – what does 
the future have in store for you? 
 
P1 (12/08/2011): The future?  I’m waiting for my name in the history books after 
I discover something – like a cure for cancer. 
 
P1 (02/08/2012): I’m doing research with my chemistry teacher…it’s about 
organic compounds.  I’m learning how to get samples from different animals that 
are fed differently so we can compare those structures.   
 
P1 was involved in a research project being conducted at the site by a faculty member.  
To her, being a part of this research project was a means of getting ready for the future.  
“With this new opportunity I have more confidence in myself that I can achieve more and 
that we may see my research in a history or science book” (P1). 
She acknowledged that despite the lack of family encouragement at home, she felt 
her efforts as an inexperienced researcher, and the exposure to research methodologies 
she was learning, would eventually open doors for potentially greater opportunities when 
she transferred to a university.  Her belief in herself as a successful student was bolstered 
by this experience and, as she shared her thoughts with her friends, they too expressed 
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admiration for her involvement and participation in the research project.  They became 
inspired by her determination and persistence and began talking about a more tangible 
expectation of future success, first as students, then as professionals.  
Overall, the data reflected a proactive approach to the student participants’ 
expression of how they viewed their future.  They would discuss amongst themselves 
their aspirations to succeed in their chosen field of study.  It was observed by the 
researcher that the student participants would engage in conversation regarding their 
future after they had completed their homework, usually toward the latter part of the day.  
As the semester progressed, and as they became more competent in terms of 
understanding what was expected of them as transfer students, the essence of the 
conversations regarding the future shifted from internal considerations such as P1’s 
statement: “I need a specialization,” to a more concrete external consideration, “I want to 
get a Bachelor’s in Chemical Engineering.” 
This particular student participant had attracted several other students to where 
she normally sat at “home base,” and they were often found to be studying during the 
morning and chit-chatting later in the afternoon.  Several of these study friends eventually 
became social friends and were observed to share their thoughts on issues pertaining to 
what the future held in store for them as they prepared to graduate and transfer to a 
university.  When the researcher engaged them in conversation regarding the future, they 
discussed their perceptions of themselves as successful students rather than as successful 
professionals as they had done before.  This was an important finding and deserves some 
attention, as they expressed an understanding of the steps they would have to take as 
students and the consequences that would arise if they did not.   
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P2: I don’t want to waste my time.  I want to do something, something for the 
world. 
 
As we discussed this statement over the course of the study, the student 
participant contextualized this internal statement into a more tangible and concrete 
expression of self-reflection that arose due to his consideration of the future in terms he 
had not previously regarded.  He contextualized the notion of doing something big as a 
relationship between his personal ethics and the reality of academic expectations and 
administrative matters that included the link between applying for scholarships and being 
able to pay for tuition.  P2 was at a disadvantage in that he had incurred a considerable 
hospital bill due to his recent illness.  He acknowledged his future as a student may be 
hindered by this debt.  When asked to discuss this matter in terms of how he planned to 
contend with paying for his education, the student participant asserted he felt confident 
that financing his education would be a matter of hard work.  His motivation to succeed 
was based on his determination to improve the world and his vision of the future was 
defined not as a financial issue but as an issue of achieving through education. 
Expectations.  The relationship between the student participants and their parents 
was prevalent throughout the study.  During the interview portion of the research the 
student participants were not hesitant to declare that they indeed faced social and cultural 
challenges that included reduced family support should they choose to move away from 
home.  The expectation families have of their first-generation students regarding 
attending college is likely to be limited in nature.  This is due to several factors including 
a lack of knowledge that parents and other family members have in terms of the college 
experience or the rewards a college degree may have on potential earnings and self-
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potential.  For example, when P1 was asked what her thoughts on the matter of family 
expectations were, she quickly replied, “No one ever expects anything from you.  Your 
parents just expect you to have a job or something or get married.” 
This statement reflects the reality many first-generation/low-income students 
contend with as they “are likely to perceive less support from their families for attending 
college” (Thayer, 2000, p. 6).  Their relationships with TRiO SSS staff serve as part of 
their learning and development process because they receive encouragement through 
outreach services that empower the student participants to step out beyond the social and 
cultural constraints under which they may be.  As the student participants began to realize 
their academic aspirations were legitimate, their levels of expectation were raised to a 
realistic and manageable degree.  
TRiO SSS intrusive advising was mentioned by all four student participants as 
being a fundamental factor in motivating them to look deeper into their own notion of 
expectation.  As TRiO SSS advisors spoke with the students over the course of the study, 
it was noted that in several instances, the student participants lacked the necessary skills 
to understand the procedural issues and requirements for completing a baccalaureate 
degree in their chosen fields at the institution to which they wished to transfer.  For 
example, they did not understand that being admitted into the university was not the same 
as being admitted into the department of their choice.  The students’ initial response to 
learning their expectations of studying in a given field required being accepted into a 
department was met with a certain sense of incredulousness.  They were under the belief 
that by being admitted into the university, they would be going directly to the department 
of their choice.  This lack of knowledge regarding registration procedural issues was 
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addressed through TRiO SSS intervention in the form of a workshop and one-on-one 
advising.  
In the absence of pre collegiate experiences such as a parent’s lack of prior 
knowledge of preparing for college can be overcome through the usual outreach services 
trained TRiO SSS personnel typically provide.  These services allow the student to 
renegotiate their lack of college preparation proficiency by allowing them to re-evaluate 
their expectations based on the reality of the formal bureaucratic and, at many times, 
intimidating processes they will encounter at a university.   
When P3 was asked to discuss her thoughts and perceptions regarding the notion 
of professional expectations, she replied that although her mother completed her 
bachelor’s degree, she was not expected to “do anything with it.”  P3 indicated the same 
held true for her: “They (her parents) are hoping.  They have their fingers crossed.  But 
not really.  They don’t really expect us to.”  P3 replied as an afterthought that she 
questioned the notion of settling for less, when in fact “you can have much more if you 
have the mindset to do it; you should pursue it (aspiration) further.”  P3’s academic 
expectations are that as she improves her understanding of the different processes 
required to transfer to a university, her professional aspirations will follow suit.  This is 
significant because she is assuming the responsibility to graduate to a higher level of 
learning will rest on her shoulders and despite not having the pre collegiate experiences 
that may act as an obstacle to her pursuit of a university degree and eventually of a 
professional degree, she will have to learn how to manage these matters.  
In addressing how the student participants felt about the likelihood their 
expectations might not be met as a result of a perceived lack of social and cultural 
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integration with the dominant culture, they responded by indicating they were confident 
they would succeed.  “I realized that math was a universal language.  It’s the same here – 
in the U.S., Mexico, Japan, Europe.  Math is the one universal language” (P2). 
This student participant’s expectations of personal and professional growth are 
contingent upon his understanding that he has overcome social and cultural issues 
through second language acquisition; hence, this experience will allow him to fit in with 
other like-minded students when he transfers to a university.  He expressed his belief that 
he would not experience any type of culture shock because his expectations would be 
similar to the expectations of his peers.  
This is not typical of the student participants’ experiences.  As they learned of the 
efforts needed to transfer to a university, several of the student participants expressed a 
certain level of doubt in their ability to succeed.  It is a typical reaction of a high-risk 
student and can be assuaged through the intrusive advising attempts made by TRiO SSS 
staff.  As the student participants developed the skills necessary to meet the demands of 
being a university level student, their views on transferring assumed a level of maturity 
and insight not previously experienced.  
Motivation to succeed.  As the level of awareness of their ability to be 
competitive increased, characterized by the frequency of terms associated with the notion 
of success, the researcher considered it necessary to include a short narrative on how the 
student participants viewed the matter of motivation to succeed as part of the study.  The 
impact a degree has on the lives of the student participants was frequently mentioned or 
alluded to during the interviews and direct observation part of the study.  
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The student participants were eager to talk about their beliefs, thoughts, and 
perceptions as first-generation/low-income Mexican American students in terms of how 
success was tied into a professional career pathway.  None of the student participants 
mentioned or even suggested they were victims of discrimination, privilege, or barred 
from accomplishing their goals and dreams due to cultural or social barriers.  They 
identified instances in which they may have to reconceptualize their educational plans 
due to inadequate preparation, yet they viewed this challenge as part of the growing 
process.  For example, they were quick to grasp the meaning of access to education and 
the role that financing has on that endeavor.  After determining the various elements 
needed to secure financing for their education, the student participants would share the 
information with their peers and TRiO staff.  This is significant because the researcher 
observed that the students’ level of motivation increased as a result of these informal chit-
chats and conversations.  They accepted the notion that they were responsible for their 
education and considered their development as students to be linked to information 
access.   
Despite the absence of prior knowledge and awareness regarding the typical 
collegiate process, the student participants were eager to recognize they needed to 
broaden their social and cultural capital to include creating connections with people and 
networks outside their comfort zones.  Their motivation to succeed was reinforced every 
time they learned of opportunities to overcome the aforementioned challenges.  
Relationships between the Themes 
The challenges with which the student participants contended were discussed in 
terms of an ethnographic study.  All questions submitted for their consideration were 
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couched in a way that left ample opportunity for them to respond as they wished and to 
change their answers should they have felt a need to do so, which they did while 
contextualizing their views over a period of time.  The researcher found the five themes 
did not stand out as individual pieces but were threads complementing each other during 
the course of the study.  The student participants’ voices were heard throughout the 
research, and as each theme was coded and analyzed, it was evident that separating the 
themes into individual items served the purpose of shedding light on a particular issue or 
matter the student participants thought to be significant in their lives.   
However, the values the student participants attached to the various notions 
addressed on a thematic level were grounded in both their experiential knowledge and 
that of their parents and peers.  In the case of their parents and peers, their lack of pre-
collegiate experiences may have lead the student participants to believe their career paths 
and personal and professional aspirations were not in tune with their cultural patterns.  As 
the student participants contextualized their thoughts on the issues emerging during the 
course of the research and study, they realized that moving from an internal 
consideration, based on limited knowledge or experience, to an external consideration 
empowered them to perceive themselves as capable and insightful.  Using the view that 
the themes were intertwined within the narrative yielded a picture representing a 
composite of how these four highly motivated students viewed their experiences as 
community college students of Mexican American heritage.   
Results 
The final results of the study reflect the beliefs, thoughts, and perceptions of four 
highly motivated first-generation/low-income Mexican American students as they 
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progressed through a semester at a rural community college with the assistance of a 
federally funded TRiO Student Support Services program.  The questions informing the 
study were answered though interviews, direct and participant observation, and 
subsequent theme coding, and the data generated were addressed in the form of a 
narrative suggesting one fundamental question: How much do we understand how first-
generation/low-income Mexican American students perceive themselves as they 
transition through their community college experience?  
Based on the findings, the information suggests these students had confidence in 
their abilities to succeed academically and personally, despite the constant reminders 
found in the literature claiming that first-generation/low-income students are in many 
ways hindered by social, cultural, and financial obstacles that compete with their desire to 
complete their educational goals (Barbatis, 2010; Crisp & Nora, 2010, Honawar, 2004).  
This data validated Thayer’s (2000) assertion that students who participate in a TRiO 
SSS program are more likely to accomplish their educational goals as compared to 
students with similar demographics who do not participate in service-related support 
programs.  
The student participants’ perspectives on the notions of academic success, as 
related through their stories and personal perspectives, expressed a level of persistence 
and self-confidence that dispel the myth that Hispanics in higher education are obstructed 
from achieving success due to institutional oppression (Yosso, 2005).  This was made 
evident through the conceptualization of the students’ personal experiences in 
overcoming cultural, social, and financial adversity.  The notion of victimization was not 
part of the conversations that took place between the student participants and the 
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researcher over the course of the study (Rangel, 1977).  Al contrario, on the contrary, the 
students’ understanding of their potential was rounded out and supported by their 
acceptance of their unique borderland heritage.  They insisted that despite a lack of social 
capital, money, and scarce pre collegiate resources, they were “just as good as anyone out 
there.”  
Perceptions of Success 
In determining how the student participants perceived their situation vis-à-vis 
their cultural heritage, environment, and knowledge of the requirements to succeed in 
higher education, the researcher’s observational role changed during the research process.  
Initially, it was felt the researcher was to take the role of objective observer.  Despite 
Bloomberg and Volpe’s (2008) contention that “findings should be presented as 
objectively as possible and without speculation; that is, free from researcher bias” (p. 
107), what emerged from the process was that the researcher recognized his own 
assumptions.  In doing so, the researcher recognized what Piantanida and Garman (2009) 
wrote, “the subject of study is as much oneself as external bodies of knowledge or 
information about a particular question” (p. 5).  As such, the notion of the researcher as 
the storyteller emerges, not as a central component to the study, but as a complementary 
element to the picture the student participants painted through their accounts.  Yet the 
findings and subsequent results garnered from this study, which include the researcher’s 
participant observation, contribute to their stories.  
As a Hispanic whose personal experiences include a mastery of the Spanish 
language, cultural beliefs, biases, and traditions that are in many cases similar to those of 
the student participants, the researcher argues that this familiarity, understanding, and 
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empathy with them influences how he contends with these matters, which should be 
addressed in the research (Maxwell, 2005).  The data were then viewed through an 
experiential lens the researcher eventually understood as being a critical element in 
engaging the students, which could be effectively used to develop and expand the study.  
Eisner (as cited in Piantanida & Garman) asserted, “The self is the instrument that 
engages the situation and makes sense of it.  It is the ability to see and interpret 
significant aspects.  It is this characteristic that provides unique, personal insight into the 
experience under study” (p. 59). 
As an experienced TRiO SSS Director, the researcher worked closely with the 
students and was involved in their college and academic activities and, to a limited 
degree, in their personal decision-making process.  Working with the students on these 
levels prior to attempting this research has contributed to the researcher’s contextual 
understanding of some of the challenges with which they contend.  The understanding 
gained by being somewhat part of their culture, along with the researcher’s own cultural 
heritage, inherently opens the door to some biases within the research.  It is the 
researcher’s understanding that, despite determined attempts at objectivity, there may 
have been instances in which having the advantage of already being immersed in the 
culture to some degree affected how the data were analyzed and that this may have 
influenced the findings and results.  The researcher emphasizes that this experiential 
knowledge bolstered the work and was a useful element in the analysis of the data, 
helping him gain insight into the students’ perceptions. 
While this study takes into account the salient elements of current thought and 
research on Mexican American first-generation/low-income students, it also recognizes 
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the possibility of an emerging group of students.  These students share many of the 
characteristics found in the literature describing Hispanic first-generation/low-income 
college students, yet they are seemingly more aware of and willing to negotiate the 
cultural and social pre conceived notions of barriers and obstacles pointed to in the 
literature as being impediments to academic success.  In examining these students’ 
beliefs and perceptions of higher education while participating in a TRiO SSS program, 
the student participants were quick to address questions related to notions of cultural and 
social deficit.  In the absence of family support, P1 stated she understood financing her 
education would be a priority due to the fact that she could not count on her parents 
contributing to her academic endeavors.  She contextualized this by indicating she 
believed the notion of financial support would be contingent upon her being the one who 
sought out scholarships, grants, financial aid, and work.  She also indicated she did not 
harbor a sense of disappointment in her parents not being able to help her with financing 
her education (her father owns and operates a small retail operation) and she was willing 
to take ownership of her financial destiny.  “I’m planning on getting a summer job or 
next semester I’ll be taking very few classes so I’ll have time for work.”  She did not 
consider this financial barrier to be insurmountable and insisted her aspirations to be a 
scientist would not be derailed by financial considerations.  Her confidence in herself and 
her abilities was echoed by the other student participants.  
Access to Higher Education as a Function of Money 
The cost of attending college and the possibilities that the burden of paying for 
their education may be obstacles to them were addressed in terms of ongoing learning.  
As the student participants contextualized the financial demands of attending a university, 
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eventually getting a graduate degree, and being admitted into a doctoral program, they 
would attend TRiO SSS-sponsored financial literacy and scholarship workshops in which 
up-to-date information was made available.  P4 addressed this when he discussed how he 
currently did not worry about financing his education because of the opportunities 
existing for a minority student in a STEM-related field.  Yet he did express concern that 
“in the future it (access to higher education for Mexican Americans) might be a whole 
different story in terms of financial aid.”  P4 explained that due to abuses in student use 
of financial aid funds, there would be consequences, including elimination of entitlement 
programs such as PELL grants.  
In understanding the perceptions the student participants had on the issue of 
access to education, it was made clear to the researcher their attitudes underscored the 
belief that all four students had in moving through the educational pipeline.  Although 
their parents did not attend college, and they received scant familial support for their 
academic endeavors, the student participants pointed to TRiO SSS as being “like having 
someone be there for you,” “TRiO actually fulfills what parents may not give them 
emotionally” (P3).  Interwoven throughout the discussions were vignettes in which the 
student participants reinforced this notion that their TRiO SSS “home base” allowed them 
to feel comfortable through the emotional and academic support offered by TRiO SSS.  
P2 reported he believed TRiO had “contributed a lot to the Hispanic community.”  As a 
TRiO participant, P2 could be counted on to help on projects and volunteer opportunities 
because by doing so, he felt included in the college’s activities.  He also indicated this 
meant a lot to him because, as an immigrant to the U.S., he felt he would also be 
contributing to something that would leave an impression on other Hispanic students.  P2 
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had taken to mentoring students from his unique vantage point, and he was able to 
advocate the idea that access to education in the U.S. is available.  
When access to education is stymied for the typical Hispanic first-generation/low-
income student, the literature has pointed to several reasons why.  For some researchers, 
the reasons are political in nature and some argue sociological factors will influence an 
individual’s choice to pursue a college education or not.  Economical, psychological, and 
cultural references abound as to why access to education may be limited.  For the 
purposes of this ethnographic study, the researcher chose to focus on how financial 
circumstances, a lack of pre-collegiate experiences, and family support are commonly 
underscored as reasons keeping Hispanic first-generation/low-income students from 
accessing education.  As the notion of family was salient throughout the study, the 
researcher points to what Striplin (1999) writes about, how “families of first-generation 
students sometimes discourage them from going to college” (p. 3).  All four student 
participants described their close ties with their family and the influences these bonds 
have on their worldviews.  P1 stated she felt her peers were concerned with their family 
ties, keeping them from pursuing their goals, but she was ready to suggest certain 
sacrifices were needed in order to move forward.  In order to do so, “you can’t stay with 
your family the whole time.”  She ventured to say that many of her peers would be 
willing to make limited sacrifices to get the education that would get them a job near 
home and that her peers would exchange the possibility of getting a higher salary or 
higher wages to “stay closer to family.”  This insight into how access to education existed 
as a function of familial ties did not concern the student participants; rather, they 
indicated an awareness of how their peers perceived access to education as a stepping 
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stone to the ability to stay within a certain comfort zone, and the student participants 
viewed education with a can-do attitude that required persistence and hard work. 
P1 indicated she wanted to get a degree, as did the other three student participants, 
in order to realize her goals and dreams and not those of her parents.  They supported this 
contention by discussing the impact education will have on their future.  They indicated 
familial pressure was put on them to stay near the family and the challenges of asserting 
themselves in the face of these pressures were at times disconcerting.  P3 said although 
she had lived in her community all of her life, that she had “never left and experienced 
anything on the outside,” she was anxious to relocate to Tucson and attend the University 
of Arizona.  Her goal of studying dentistry meant she would have to transfer to an out-of-
state university as there is only one dental school in the state.  She explained that despite 
the lack of familial encouragement, she understood the expressions of close bonds and 
that her parents’ lack of expectations was cultural in nature and not meant to keep her 
from achieving her goals and realizing her dreams.  
Summary 
The findings, couched in the voices of the student participants were a validation 
of their potential for success.  The outcome of the study was a composite story of the 
student participants’ identities in terms of what it means to be a Mexican American first-
generation/low-income college student living on la frontera the border.  
The student participants did not view their struggle in terms of a socio-political 
story with accompanying descriptions of injustice; rather, they openly identified their 
journey from being underprepared high school graduates to college students grounded in 
positive experiences.  They discussed their feelings of potential in the voice of 
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empowered youth.  They examined their station in life through a set of critical lenses that 
changed as they became less myopic to the realities of being a college student.  Living on 
la frontera –(the border) was described in the vaguest of terms, almost as if that 
experience were insignificant.  The students’ perceptions of self were described more in 
terms of capabilities as they recognized that their lot in life would be better if they ran 
after their dreams of success through higher education.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Conclusions, and Recommended Actionable Solutions 
Interpretation of Findings and Results 
The purpose of this ethnographic study was to observe how four highly 
motivated, Hispanic, first-generation/low-income students who participate in a TRiO 
Student Support Services program while attending a small, rural community college in 
Arizona, located approximately eight miles from the U.S.-Mexico border perceived their 
college experience.  This chapter is a summary of the elements that informed the 
research, and it includes an interpretation of the findings and the research questions.  It 
concludes by showcasing the student participants’ voices as they began to contemplate 
the changes they experienced as a result of their own reflection upon their personal and 
academic transformations.   
The study began as an afterthought in the researcher’s quest for a practical focus 
of research.  The idea of taking the researcher’s experiential knowledge and coupling it 
with the relationships that had already developed with the student participants seemed 
ideal for a direct observation style study.  The study’s focus became a way to seek a 
greater understanding of these students’ thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions as they are 
reflected through a unique set of cultural lenses: those of Mexican American students 
who live, work, and study in a town located on the U.S.-Mexico border.  
Research focused on the impact TRiO SSS services have had on first-
generation/low-income, minority students, for the most part, has been quantitative in 
nature (Chaney et al., 1998; Mahoney, 1998; Thayer, 2000).  This data substantiate the 
need for support programs for first-generation/low-income students on our campuses.  
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Yet, to date, much of the success rates of these services have been measured through 
statistically based methods of study and research and have yielded data pointing to 
predictions on student success or failure (Chaney et al., 1998; Crisp & Nora 2009; Fike & 
Fike 2008; Fry, 2002; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; Jones-White et al., 2010; Mahoney, 
1998; Miller et al., 2011; Yazedjian et al., 2009).  The evidence produced through 
quantitative studies reflects how certain percentages of first-generation/low-income and 
minority students either attend or will attend college while indicating evidence that a 
certain percentage will fail to succeed based on statistical predictions.  
Qualitative research, on the other hand, allows for the emergence of a humanistic 
component reflecting the characteristics of an experience through the participants’ 
descriptions and accounts of their personal experiences (Polkinghorne, 2005).  Hence, 
this study is distinctive as the qualitative nature of the research questions are intended to 
portray the subjective experiential nature of the participants’ worldviews rather than the 
objectively underscored nature of statistical research.  Qualitative research, according to 
Creswell (2007), focuses on “understanding the phenomenon being explored” (p. 3), and, 
as such, the focus of this research was to learn how the student participants viewed their 
college experiences as they participated in a TRiO SSS program.   
Despite the many reports and studies that have focused their efforts on 
understanding the significance of the federally funded TRiO Student Support Services 
program and its impact on student success, the emphasis of this study was not to analyze 
the student participants’ involvement in the SSS program through numerical analysis 
(Abrams & Jernigan, 1984; Chaney et al., 1998; Mahoney, 1998; Sanchez, 2010).  The 
study’s goal was to explore and refer to this culture-sharing group insofar as how they 
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described aspects of their own cultural life and how they gave meaning to their shared 
activities, which included participating in a TRiO SSS program (Creswell, 2007; Mansur 
& Gidron, 2003).  Regardless of the already established elements contributing to TRiO 
SSS’s success rates among minority, first-generation/low-income college students, the 
study focused on the unique characteristics and the individual stories of the student 
participants as a culture-sharing group viewing their participation and success in the 
college’s TRiO program as a distinctive element among the many other elements 
described in the study.  
This study was based on a qualitative research model driven by ethnographic 
methodology.  The ethnographic component of the study addressed the matter of how 
seeking to answer questions about the social and academic lives of the participants 
allowed for the emergence of a greater understanding of their culture through 
contextualization over time.  For the purposes of this study, contextualization over time 
refers to how new knowledge emerges through applying new information to previous 
information that may have been lacking in details or substance.  This is based on how the 
student participants constructed their worldview as a maturing process grounded in the 
ability to put applicable meanings to theoretical concepts they acquired within their 
“ongoing life experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 87). 
Ethnography, as described by Creswell (2007), literally means “writing about 
groups of people” (p. 472).  As a qualitative study, the research benefits from the student 
participants’ answers to semi-structured interview questions.  These questions arose from 
the researcher’s reflection of the Problem to be Researched as well as the three research 
questions, outlined in Chapter 1 of this study.  The answers were phrased in the 
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participants’ own words to ethnographic type questions submitted in a humanistic “how” 
and “why” format.  The interview protocol was organized with the view that the student 
participants would describe their experiences in an open and frank manner.  These 
questions had as their main objective the notion the student participants would openly 
talk about their thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions in relation to how they contextualized 
and understood their experiences.  This flexible research design also incorporated 
Creswell’s Spiral Analysis as a means of contextualizing the student participants’ 
learning through time.  The data collection tools consisted of a combination of the 
aforementioned practices that yielded a distinctive narrative spoken in personal 
experiences.  
The points of view expressed by the student participants allowed for the 
development of further discussion on the relatively understudied phenomenon of how, 
despite mainstream research on Hispanic, first-generation/low-income college students, it 
was found that the student participants, who chose to describe themselves as Mexican 
Americans, did not discuss or express concern over notions of being discriminated 
against, marginalized, at risk, underprepared, or disadvantaged (Chaney et al., 1998; 
Coulson & Bradford, 1983; Crisp & Nora, 2010; Fernandez, 2002; Fry, 2002; Honawar, 
2004; Hsiao, 1992; Miller et al., 2011; Yosso, 2005).  Rather, they opposed these notions 
of inequity by identifying themselves as empowered students in pursuit of higher 
education attainment. 
An Interpretation of The Findings 
Addressing cultural heritage.  Based on the findings and how they relate to the 
literature, the researcher found that as community college students participating in a 
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TRiO SSS program, the student participants had access to ongoing advice that was both 
academic and personal in nature.  When students feel their values are shared with their 
peers and faculty, they are more likely to persist (Tinto, 1998).  In being able to 
commiserate with the researcher, the students grew to feel comfortable in openly sharing 
their experiences.  The student participants preferred an inductive/narrative approach to 
sharing information.  The researcher— who is of Hispanic heritage—is intimately 
knowledgeable in this type of communication, and that allowed for ease in establishing a 
rapport with the student participants.  Being able to garner the student participants’ trust 
was central to being able to interview them and observe them in their own environment 
without fear of them feeling uncomfortable.  Their stories allowed us to become familiar 
with their worldviews and added to the cultural wealth of a community in flux.  Cultural 
wealth, according to Bourdieu (as cited in Yosso, 2005) is a set of knowledge-based 
competencies that will lead to “the potential for social mobility through formal 
schooling” (p. 70).  
What emerged from the data gathered during the direct observations and the 
interpretation of the themes coded from the semi-structured interviews was an 
introduction to how the students challenged the notion that low-income and first-
generation Hispanic students have been underserved due to language and socio-economic 
status (Barbatis, 2010; Crisp & Nora, 2010; Goldrick-Rab & Pfeffer, 2009; O’Conner et 
al., 2010).  The student participants were cognizant of their cultural uniqueness as 
Mexican Americans as well as to their socio-economic constraints, yet, given the 
opportunity to learn what would be expected of them as university students, the gaps in 
what scholars and existing research claim were responded to, not with disdain, but with 
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ganas (desire).  While the literature suggests Hispanic, first-generation/low-income 
students were less likely to persist than their counterparts who had high socio-economic 
status, there is limited research on how Mexican American, first-generation/low-income 
students living along the U.S.-Mexico border perceive themselves within these categories 
(Crisp & Nora, 2010; Fry, 2002, 2005; Honawar, 2004; Walker & Schultz, 2001).  
Success.  The student participants made very few assumptions regarding their 
potential to be successful.  By way of reflection and contextualization through time, their 
awareness of their uniqueness empowered them to want to contribute to the world as 
professionals.  They did not hesitate in making it clear to the researcher that the choice to 
succeed or fail was primarily their own.  With regard to expectations about how they 
would achieve success, they described how they would adapt what they learn 
(contextualization) into workable and manageable task-oriented functions.  A case in 
point would be when the student participants became aware of some of the conventional 
requirements needed to successfully complete a lease agreement application.  They were 
quick to acquire the knowledge needed to do so, and then were just as quick to apply it.   
The impact TRiO SSS services had on the student participants was not measured 
in a manner that would significantly modify any of the existing data on student success.  
Rather, the recurring themes of support and motivation to succeed were underscored as 
being factors the student participants indicated as being beneficial to them.  TRiO SSS 
intervention services and the meaningful collaboration between the student participants 
and TRiO SSS staff were credited by the student participants as being instrumental in 
their increased capacity to make sense of the world around them. This is not to say that 
they are not capable of doing so on their own.  In light of current research indicating there 
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are approximately 5 million first-generation/low-income college students in the U.S., of 
which an estimated 1.5 million are of Hispanic origin, it should be noted that by having a 
firmer understanding of how these students perceive themselves, services including 
intrusive advising would complement existing support structures (Astin, 1984; Chaney et 
al., 1998; Fry, 2005; NCDES, 2011; Sanchez, 2010). 
The expressions of self-identification and other ethnographic data acquired during 
the course of this study will contribute to a better understanding of this particular group 
of culture-sharing individuals.  Even though it is estimated that less than 25% of Hispanic 
students will graduate with an associate’s degree, and far fewer will graduate with a 
bachelor’s degree, findings in this research indicate that when the student participants 
shared their views with the researcher, opportunities for them to engage in reflection and 
eventual contextualization through time were credited as reinforcing their aspirations of 
degree completion (Fry, 2002; Thayer, 2000).   
Access to higher education.  The student participants saw access to higher 
education as being more a function of access to financial resources than anything else, 
such as when competing for admission to their department of choice against students with 
higher socio-economic status or greater pre-collegiate experiences.  Among the matters 
addressed in discussing this issue was how the student participants would struggle with 
financing their education in light of nearly non-existent family support.  Their stories 
indicated they clearly recognized paying for their education was a potential obstacle to 
their degree attainment.  This was also identified as an obstacle that could be potentially 
overcome through access to educational advising, counseling, and other resources such as 
those provided by TRiO SSS’s financial literacy and scholarship workshops.  The student 
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participants’ knowledge of budgetary related matters was rudimentary at best.  By not 
understanding the details of how to financially prepare themselves for eventual transfer to 
a university, a potential stumbling block in the form of financial illiteracy would impede 
their access to opportunities in higher education.  As the student participants’ awareness 
of the potential economic barrier to their dream of becoming a professional through 
degree attainment was made evident through contextualizing the effects of their financial 
literacy capacity, a sense of empowerment was denoted.  They met the challenge of 
overcoming any doubts that may have been associated with their socio-economic status 
and financial uncertainty through gaining an understanding and awareness of the often 
challenging requirements associated with tuition, costs and fees, and expenses of living 
on their own by admitting their absence of knowledge.  They were quick to become 
culturally competent in navigating both institution-specific requisites and the demands 
the current economic situation is placing on low-income students by contextualizing their 
need to move through the baccalaureate pipeline in order to achieve their dreams and 
goals.   
The impact of TRiO SSS.  The student participants credited their TRiO SSS 
program for contributing to their expanded knowledge of how best to contend with the 
bureaucratic elements involved in transferring to a university.  This type of cooperative 
involvement was effective due to the manner in which TRiO SSS staff understood and 
acknowledged the student participant’s unique cultural viewpoints.  All four student 
participants described their engagement with TRiO SSS staff as instrumental in ensuring 
a smooth transition from a small, rural community college to a large, urban university.  
They did so by accepting responsibility for themselves by understanding social, cultural, 
92 
 
and relationship frameworks when they were exposed to real-life scenarios that may have 
left others behind.  
When the student participants, like any other student wishing to attend, applied 
for admission to the college, they were required to take a placement test, which 
ascertained their level of math, reading, English, and computer skills.  As all four placed 
in transfer credit classes (100 level or above), they, unlike many of their first-
generation/low-income peers who placed in developmental classes (below 100 level), 
began their higher education experience motivated to transfer within two years or less.  
This is relevant to making sense of the student participants as they maneuver through the 
uncharted territory of academia because, in contrast to much of what is reported in the 
literature about first-generation/low-income students, these four students persisted despite 
a lack of pre-collegiate experiences, familial support, and low socio-economic status 
(Barbatis, 2010; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Thayer, 2000; Tinto, 1998).  All four student 
participants expressed an understanding of these obstacles and acknowledged a sense that 
their peers may have to struggle to succeed in college in ways the student participants did 
not.  
The student participants viewed their places in life as being in a struggle to 
succeed as professionals.  Their goal was to complete their college education, and they 
asserted themselves as being young people on the move toward something big.  Their 
efforts revealed a high level of commitment in achieving their goals, notwithstanding 
obstacles and barriers, such as funding and lack of support, by them taking a leap of faith 




The challenges these students face are, in many ways, generally similar to the 
ones their first-generation/low-income peers face as well.  Their stories are underscored 
by a desire (ganas) to endure, and their stories can specifically contribute to the 
sociological understanding of Mexican American, first-generation/low-income students, 
or, for that matter, any “at risk” or underrepresented minority wishing to meet the 
demands of the knowledge-based economy.  
Findings from this study do suggest that when support services that focus on 
working closely with their participants, such as the federally funded TRiO Student 
Support Services programs, are offered, students are more inclined to contextualize their 
learning into practicable applications.  The students’ perceptions of themselves developed 
through this contextualization from vague aspirations of success to more perceptible and 
tangible notions of personal development through a better understanding of external 
considerations, including a mastery of financial and budgetary-related matters.  There 
was no demonstrable sense of resistance to acceptance of certain shortcomings, such as 
not being aware of the logistics behind transitioning from a rural community college to a 
large urban-based university.  Rather, the student participants in this study accepted the 
fact that their transition would be easier if they contextualized their experiential 
knowledge in conjunction with newly acquired awareness.  They were quick to admit that 
they may have to focus on adapting to the dominant culture in ways they may not have 
anticipated before.  They were not reluctant to reflect on these matters, and the study 
suggests an understanding of their beliefs and perceptions about their college experiences 





Based on the data, the researcher recognized two conclusions addressing the 
research problem at the heart of this study: What do we know about the thoughts, beliefs, 
attitudes, and perceptions of first-generation/low-income Mexican American college 
students regarding college success? 
The convergence of data indicates the student participants’ identities, inclusive of 
their beliefs and perceptions, are negotiated through contextualization through time.  The 
connection between their stories, and an understanding of their experiences as Mexican 
American college students in transition provide a picture that will allow instructional and 
administrative personnel in higher education to better understand the issues of Hispanic 
students in general, what the Pew Hispanic Center (2011b) claims to be “the largest 
minority group of 18- to 24-year-olds on campuses in the country” (p. 4). 
Conclusion #1: The convergence of data indicates the student participants’ identities, 
inclusive of their beliefs and perceptions, are negotiated through contextualization 
through time.   
 
The student participants all shared the sentiment that although their cultural 
heritage may be Mexican American, their identities are those of college students making 
their way through the baccalaureate pipeline to realize their dreams and goals of being 
highly educated professionals who contribute to society through their work.  This notion 
of identity is in flux, and, as they perceive themselves to be working through various 
stages of their personal and academic development, the conclusion can be drawn that they 
will re-evaluate that notion of identity contingent upon realizing their goals.  The student 
participants described themselves as being able to confront and overcome adversity by 
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staying true to their goals and through being able to contextualize their learning processes 
in practical terms.  
The student participants suggested that they would remain devoted to the belief 
that they are Mexican Americans who live in a pluralistic society.  They maintained that, 
with regard to integrating into the dominant culture, they would do so as members of a 
student body striving to improve the world around them.  They openly spoke of 
becoming integrated into the dominant culture and that, despite certain pre-conceived 
notions the dominant culture may have of Mexican Americans, they would forge ahead 
while still endorsing their cultural identity and heritage.  
In describing their thoughts on access to higher education, the student participants 
immediately referred to four of the five themes – family support, financial support, 
support from TRiO SSS, and motivation to succeed – as being key to accessing and 
eventually succeeding in their academic endeavors.  These components have been 
addressed in detail in the previous chapter but are worth scrutinizing to a limited degree 
in regard to how they affect their identity.   
Family Support 
As a cultural specific value that deeply influences the students’ sense of 
identification, the notion of family as a support system is a constant reminder of the 
prominent role this structure plays in the lives of the student participants.  A sense of 
loyalty is ingrained in Hispanic culture, and by suggesting a perception of loyalty to the 
student, institutions of higher education would benefit from a reciprocal process.  This 
would allow the student to feel as though the institution were providing a measure of 




Access to funding resources was mentioned practically in the same breath familial 
support and access to higher education were mentioned.  The student participants 
reflected on financial need as being a real obstacle on their pathway toward degree 
completion.  Their cultural heritage referred them back to their family as being the source 
of money needed to succeed.  As they contextualized the reality of costs associated with 
relocating away from home to pursue their degree attainment goals with their current 
knowledge base, the student participants were quick to grasp and apply new knowledge 
to the task of obtaining and budgeting funds.  Their identity relating to being able to fend 
for themselves rose from this contextualization. 
Support from TRiO SSS 
Emotional support garnered from TRiO SSS staff was indicated as playing a 
replacement role for the lack of emotional support stemming from family and peers.  The 
student participants had someone to talk with regarding their plans and personal issues.  
A lack of familial support is evident among many first-generation/low-income families 
due to parents, siblings, and extended family members not having a context to which 
refer.  As the student participants shared this matter in common with that group, their 
heritage and cultural affinities were recognized and addressed by TRiO SSS staff.  
Motivation to Succeed 
The student participants described their motivation to succeed in terms reflecting 
a deep understanding of their respect for education as a means to fulfill their goals.  
Despite being brought up in a culture that endorses getting a job close to home, the 
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student participants contextualized their understanding of success with the significance of 
working toward academic achievement.  
Conclusion #2: The connection between their stories and an understanding of their 
experiences as first-generation/low-income Mexican American college students in 
transition provides a picture allowing instructional and administrative personnel in 
higher education a better understanding of the issues many minority students in general 
face.  
 
As the first point of access to higher education for many first-generation/low-
income minorities, the community college is a fertile ground for supporting students not 
only academically, but also personally through institutionalized assistance programs 
modeled on TRiO Student Support Services.  The data conveyed through the stories of 
the four student participants suggest both academic and administrative support personnel 
would benefit from professional development opportunities focusing on cross-cultural 
understanding.  In an effort to increase a practical awareness of how these students 
perceive the world around them and how they in turn aspire to affect that world, it is 
critical for community colleges to take the view that support services should not be a one-
way street with the institution being exclusively the sole source of knowledge teaching.  
Common understanding of first-generation/low-income minority students 
indicates that by reaching out to first-generation/low-income students in a manner 
addressing their uniqueness, opportunities for them to get involved with retention- and 
persistence-related endeavors would be easier to address (Abrams & Jernigan, 1998; 
Astin, 1984; Barbatis, 2010; Crisp, & Nora, 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto 
1998).  However, in view of the data that emerged from the study, it is important to 
recognize the four student participants were highly motivated to begin with and their 
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stories conveyed a sense of urgency, insofar as their desire to advance through the 
baccalaureate pipeline was concerned.  
A key feature of their initiative was noted in their responses to questions 
indirectly related to persistence and retention.  All four student participants study in an 
environment different than that of the college campus of 10-20 years ago.  They were 
observed using social media and communicating with smart phones.  The student 
participants are tech savvy and were quick to address concerns related to questions 
emerging during the course of their conceptual transition from rural community college 
students to urban university students through the use of technology.  Their generation is 
one dedicated to embracing change through innovation and, as such, they share much 
more in common with the dominant culture than has previously been acknowledged in 
the literature.  They viewed their world as being one of quick change, and they were 
looking forward to being active participants in the change agency of the knowledge-based 
economy.  Persistence to them was a matter of course.  It was a self-expectation they 
endorsed through a focused approach to learning and contextualizing newly acquired 
knowledge into practical approaches. 
Recommendations 
To meet the demands of this growing population, institutions should allow their 
first-generation/low-income students to be part of the creation of campus culture through 
an integration of their experiential knowledge into the plural world of the modern college 
campus.  As such, it is recommended community colleges begin to study ways that not 
only develop student social and cultural capital through intervention services, but to 
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recognize that many of these students want to be active participants in an ever changing 
academic world.   
The research suggests that yes, there are effective features in support services 
programs, and the effect that these services have on their targeted populations has been 
studied and well documented over the years (Chaney et al., 1998; Crisp & Nora, 2010; 
Fike & Fike, 2008; Mahoney, 1998; Thayer, 2000; Vuong et al., 2010).  It is possible to 
combine this data with the data garnered from this study to further an understanding of 
the complex factors the student participants contextualized into practical applications that 
contributed to their success.  
A Call to Action 
The stories the student participants told shed light on how they learned to triumph 
over the traditionally researched obstacles of inequity and lack of social justice for 
underrepresented minorities in higher education.  It would behoove administrators, 
faculty, and staff in higher education to recognize that indeed the landscape in the year 
2012 is one of change in regard to how we view these students.  A 24% surge in Hispanic 
enrollment, with close to 1.8 million Hispanic students out of an overall enrollment of 
12.2 million young adults in our nation’s institutions of higher learning, indicates a new 
perspective on how these students are treated is in order (Fry, 2002, p. vi).  
Colleges and universities, in realizing how these students perceive themselves in 
the waxing years of the second decade of the 21st century, should reconsider the notion of 
support for underprepared students and begin to take action through developing systems 
that incorporate their cultural heritage as an integral part of those support systems.  As 
less money is made available to students due to budgetary constraints and cuts at all 
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levels, effective management of financial literacy programs would be in order.  Students 
would have the tools to be able to plan for college through this type of intervention, 
allowing for responsible budgetary applications.  
In conjunction with departments such as institutional research and assessment and 
administrative and instructional departments, institutions of higher education should seek 
to continuously track student progress.  As data are produced, faculty and staff would 
have access through a database to current and up to date data that would reflect a 
students’ standing and address issues as they surface.  This undertaking would provide 
much needed emotional support to the students, allowing them to perceive themselves as 
being part of the institution despite having to meet outside demands, such as raising a 
family or working to support themselves while in college. 
Implications for Further Research 
As many first-generation/low-income students share a common thread of cultural 
foundations, such as close familial ties with the target group of culture-sharing student 
participants in this study, should there be research focused on acquiring a greater 
understanding of these common threads, thus allowing for the data on best practices in 
cross cultural awareness to be revisited?  If student success is critical to higher education 
in the 21st century, would the integration of cultural awareness throughout professional 
development programs in all aspects of academia be advisable?  Instructional staff, 
administrative staff, and support personnel should be able to work with underrepresented 
and underserved first-generation/low-income students across emotional as well as 
academic boundaries, and additional research on the subject of understanding qualitative 
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data and applying it in praxis would dispel the notion that these students were 
marginalized or “at risk” of not persisting through degree attainment.  
Further research into how these students perceive themselves in light of the 
drastic changes affecting higher education in the United States, such as large budget cuts 
and other constraints, would allow for improved services to include effective financial 
literacy programs and outreach efforts that would directly impact the success of these 
students across socio-cultural and socio-economic boundaries. 
Summary 
Based on the data generated through this study, the stories of the student 
participants can be used to further understand additional first-generation/low-income 
groups who share many of the same qualities, characteristics, and complexities as other 
first-generation/low-income students.  An understanding of these attributes makes it 
possible to foster a supportive environment that supplements existing support services.  
Current literature addresses the need to close the gap in educational access and success 
for first-generation/low-income students through the rendering of these much needed 
support services, such as those provided by the federally funded TRiO Student Support 
Services program.  The impact these services had on the four student participants in this 
study was ancillary to their existing worldview and self-image of possessing the 
necessary potential capital to succeed both academically and socially.  Yet much of the 
current literature on Hispanic college students points to this demographic as lacking in 
educational success due to social and cultural disadvantages.  
The student participants’ stories indicated that what might be needed is a shift in 
how these services are presented.  The emphasis these programs place on persistence, 
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retention, and degree attainment, and the services provided for the participants to achieve 
success, are a function of how the literature describes the population.  They are described 
as being less likely to succeed than those socially, culturally, and economically more 
advantaged.  However, this notion is refuted by the student participants, who despite a 
lack of social capital, were cognizant of making shifts in their perspectives in order to 
undertake the efforts needed to transfer to a university.  
As of the time of this writing, P1, P2, P3, and P4 had received their letters of 
acceptance to a major research one university.  Their success stories are a testament to the 
changing way in which Mexican American, first-generation/low-income students 
attending a rural community college view themselves. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
Interview Protocol 
Project: An EdD. Dissertation.  
Time of interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: Daniel J. O’Meara 
Interviewee: 
 
A description of the study: As the number of first-generation/low-income Hispanic 
students enrolled in college and taking advantage of TRiO Student Support Services 
rises, so does the need to gain a deeper understanding of the beliefs and perceptions of 
this changing demographic in order to better serve this population.  This study is an 
ethnographic inquiry into the beliefs and perceptions of first-generation/low-income 
Mexican American students in a rural community college located near the U.S. – Mexico 
border.  It explores their experiences as TRiO Student Support Services participants. 
 
Introduction: Explain the nature of the interview: 
The reason I have asked you to come and share with me is so that I can learn about your 
experience as a TRiO student.  
What I want to learn about is the way in which you experience TRiO SSS and what are 
your beliefs and perceptions are due to this experience. 
Explain procedural issues: 
I’d like to write some of this down as I go to help me better recall what you have said.  If 
I may have your permission, I would like to tape this interview so that I can go over it 
later and not be tied to pen and paper as we talk; would that be OK? 
I am not really interested in technical language unless you already think in that way.  
Since I am your Director, you may have the temptation to search for the "right" answer.  
There is no predetermined "right" answer.  The best answers in all instances are answers 
that sound like you and use language you would usually use.  So as you talk, I’d like you 
to talk about these questions in the way you might to a family member or friend. 
Questions: 
Tell me a little about yourself. 
Why are you in college? 
Could tell me what your experiences are as a TRiO SSS participant? 
What meaning do the services have to you? 
TO what degree/extent does participating in TRiO assist you in terms of successfully 






Appendix B: Level 1 Coding 
Interview #: 

















Appendix C: Data Summary Table 
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